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Abstract
True Confessions from a Wannabe Heel is a collection composed of memoir -themed personal
essays in lyrical and mosaic styles touching on the themes of violence, wrestling, sexuality, love,
mental health, and the significance of home. The essays are representative of my experiences
growing up in an unstable home and how the effects of growing up in that environment shaped
how I view the world around me. There are essays reflecting on how we perceive violence in the
world, and how that violence has become more widely accepted, and how the line that we draw
for what is acceptable seems to move with each trauma. The collection also explores the
dynamics of marriage, the burdens we carry for those that we love, and the power of storytelling
through a controlled lens, a theme highlighted by the strong focus on different wrestling
storylines.
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August 28th, 2017 Memphis, TN
Jerk the Curtain
To wrestle the first match of the card. Refers to the curtain separating the entranceway from backstage. A
wrestler commonly booked in this position is a "curtain jerker".

I’m attending my first live wrestling match this evening, the RAW brand is in town. Chris and I
find our seats in the FedEx arena, marching a small portion of the steep incline up in the
nosebleeds, armed with water and warm overpriced beer from the concession stand. We find our
seats, and plop into the bright blue plastic. We are immediately blinded by arena lights, which
are locked and aimed directly at our seats. Chris groans loudly, immediately hating the seats. I
grit my teeth and bear through his moaning the full forty-five minutes before the show starts.
As the arena starts to fill up, we hear chants of wrestler names and the Ric Flair woo throughout
the arena. I try to take a selfie with the ring, but it doesn’t work very well. I settle for a grainy
shot of the ring, which I upload to Facebook. My six wrestling friends immediately like the
photo, while one of my neighbors proclaims her humor/disgust loudly for all to see.
Corey Graves, one of the announcers for the show and a former wrestler, comes out to the center
of the ring with about thirty minutes left before the show goes live. We don’t see him, but we
hear him, and the audience is loud in their reaction’s to hearing the show start, to knowing the
voice on the other end of the microphone. The noise gets deafening as they introduce the first
match.
I don’t recognize the first wrestler that gets called out. She is likely new talent, or a local
wrestler tapped for a brief moment in the WWE ring. I do recognize her opponent, although
Chris does not. Dana Brooke’s has never been a huge name in the WWE, but she’s had some
camera time here and there. She comes out, and the ladies flip around the ring. The ring is louder
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than I expected, the sharpness of impact causes me to flinch. The audience doesn’t cheer very
loudly, because half of them still aren’t here, and the other half can’t be bothered. Dana pins her
opponent and the referee gets a full three count in, and the match is over. The applause sounds
like we are at a golf course. Chris is busy on his phone, trying to tell his best friend where we are
in the ring, to catch a glimpse when the cameras turn on. I sit in the blinding white light and wait
for the main show to start.
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Wrappings
It’s Christmas 2014, and my husband Chris and I are spending our last Christmas as
residents of Michigan with my family in Grand Rapids. Next year we will be heading off to
graduate school, although at this point, we still don’t know where. My mother has been too busy
this year with trying to go back to school to put up the tree. A petite fake conifer stands on a
gilded crimson runner in the center of the table. It has a couple of hanging ball ornaments and
some gold tinsel, but it’s dusty and feels as if it’s been sitting out since the last Christmas. There
are cleanly wrapped presents stacked around it; lines matched up with lines around corners and
on the ends, cuts in the paper folded away as if the presents are wrapped by magic, curls in the
ribbons that fall just so, discreetly taped from beneath. The curls of the hand-made ribbons fall
delicately and in abundance over the corners of the packages. They are Pinterest worthy kind of
creations, although my mother is too scared of technology to know what Pinterest is.
Dinner is done, a hearty serving of red meat and potatoes, the kinds of things that make
my father happy. We’ll have dessert later on, cheesecake with blackberries, and I’m excited for
that. My husband ate too many rolls, and we are all pleasantly full. My mother is playing the
same damn Christmas album by Michael W. Smith that she plays every year, and gives me a
small smile when her favorite song comes on, the one I skated to for her when I still ice skated
and performed in holiday recitals. Those years are long behind me now, and we both know this.
My mother hands out a few things, gifts to fulfill basic requirements in life. I’m a
meticulous in my own unwrapping style. Every seam my mother hid is one I have to look for and
bring to light. My husband is a little less delicate then I, hunting for seams because that’s what
make the most sense, but not cringing when paper tears. My father and my brother both tear,
ripping strands of paper off and letting the pieces fall where they may. I get the usual: my
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favorite brand of socks, a shirt that is too large for me because my mother thinks I need to go on
a diet, and gift cards to my stores of choice. Chris gets a heavy flannel shirt, some gloves and a
gift card to Cabela’s; all things to help him with field camp during the summer. My brother
Travis and my father get shirts, socks and other sundries. I like the familiarity of these gifts,
these expected things. I like that they serve a purpose.
Travis hands out his gifts next. They are also meticulously wrapped, and I suspect that he
got mother to do most of his wrapping, although they lack the same adorning as the rest, so I also
suspect he asked her to wrap them this morning. I get another gift card, this time for books, and
Chris gets more tools for field camp, a hand shovel and a new flashlight, specific things that
were on a list I sent him. My father and mother get gifts from the Fort, because Travis has never
been great at gift giving, but my father beams widely when he sees the military logo, even when
he jibes that it’s from the wrong branch. My mother’s gift doesn’t carry the same joy, a tea cup
to join others in her collection, a gift that had the right intentions, but no awareness of the fact
that she doesn’t really like to collect tea cups anymore, a thing she’ll gripe about to me later on.
Chris and I are next, and we worked hard this year. Our presents are wrapped well
enough, with different paper signifying who gets what. I’m strategic in my choices, knowing that
my mother pays attention to these things, and give the lined paper wrapping paper to my brother
and father, who won’t notice the lines that don’t match up, and the seams that are maybe not as
meticulously cut and hidden. My mother’s wrapping paper is something more abstract to my
mother, white snowflakes with a blue background. We give Travis a video game he’s been
wanting and money for HeroClix. My mother gets a new puffy vest to replace one she lost last
year, and her favorite Godiva truffles. My father gets his annual Barnes and Noble gift card,
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Dove Dark chocolate, and some new sweat pants, all things my mother told me he
wanted/needed. All gifts are well received, and the giving should be done, except, it isn’t.
My father tells us all not to wander off, and he forces himself out of the deep cushions of
his dark brown recliner, an effort that the chair protests at weakly. We hear him, slowly plodding
off to the basement, shuffling around, shutting old toolboxes and cabinet doors. His movements
echo through the whole house, and I brace myself for what has become another unfortunate
holiday tradition. My mother is getting terse and is starting to slam things around in the room,
mumbling under her breath about how he never listens.
When my father finally comes back up, he hands us all our individual packages. Most are
in bags, some things wrapped in tissues, others not. Travis and Chris both have bags that are
clearly from my father’s favorite store in Eastown, logo emblazoned on the front of the bag. The
one that sells crystals for healing and magnets that help balance. Chris removes some tissue that
was wadded up inside and is ecstatic to see a geologically themed present inside. An ammonite
the size of his hand, a brown polished fossil of a cephalad, related to squids and octopi.
“Wow, neat. Thanks!” Chris’s joy is genuine, and I smile. The camaraderie that exists
between my husband and my father brings a little bit more joy to these holiday surroundings, and
the effort put behind his gift is something I am grateful for, because it takes a lot for my father to
successfully make those connections. There is also a stand for the fossil, and a magnifying glass
Chris will likely never use. It doesn’t faze my husband at all, who thanks my father genuinely.
Travis is next. His gift bag is also stuffed full of wadded white tissue paper. He gets the
usual assortment of odds and ends my father finds amusing. A new obscenely large knife, a
serenity charm on a knotted chord, things that my father thinks will be useful to my brother while
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he is serving in the Army. Travis accepts these gifts with his usual tight-lipped smile and a quiet
thank you.
My mother is next, and she is already not happy. She takes the newspaper wrapped
package from my father with a “harrumph” and opens it with decisive movements. Inside is a tea
cup, likely from a local pawn shop, my father’s second favorite place to shop. There are also
some gaudy cubic zirconia earrings that aren’t my mother’s style at all. My father leans in to ask
my mother’s approval, but she storms off to the kitchen to “get a drink of water.”
He’s not phased much, he tells her he loves her as her back stalks away from him. He
turns to me, and hands me my very obviously recycled brown bag stuffed full of newspaper.
“Here you go, kiddo.”
Unlike the boys, there is no tissue paper on top of mine, and only half the presents are
wrapped in something inside the bag. I take a deep breath and start pulling stuff out of the bag.
There is an ugly crystal teddy bear with a red heart in the center of its bow tie. He tells me it’s
for my collection, that it will fit in nicely with my Swarovski. I smile politely, put the garish
crystal bear to the side and keep going. There’s one other thing in the bag, and it’s a wooden
carving.
It’s a unique thing, shaped like a small dresser. I pull it out, and stare at it slightly
confused. It is too small to be anything but a child’s toy, and my father encourages me to open it.
There are three dirty red felt lined drawers, and I brace myself for jewelry I’ll never wear.
Instead, the largest drawer holds a tassel.
I pull it out, at first confused. The colors are familiar, but something is wrong with it. I
figure it out the same time Travis does.
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“Hey, that’s my tassel! Where’d you find it?” Travis asks, slightly oblivious to the flit of
anger that I know crossed my face.
My father leans back, perplexed. “Your tassel?”
My mother snaps from the kitchen, “It’s the wrong year.”
“Yeah, I lost mine in a car accident,” I softly reply, watching the tassel swing lightly
between my hands from the slight draft running throughout the older wooden home. The tacky
gold finish on the 2004 was faded, rubbed off on corners.
“Oh, well there you go Travis,” my father responds, and plucks the tassel from my hands
and gives it to Travis. My husband puts his hand discreetly on my back, rubbing in slow circles,
as my father lumbers out of the room back to his television set, while my mother gently slams
things in the kitchen. I stare at the retreating back, no longer surprised at the things he doesn’t
notice.
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Heel
A wrestler who is villainous, who is booked to be booed by fans. Faces are the opposite of heels, and
heels commonly perform against faces.

Babyface
A wrestler positioned as a hero, who the crowd are typically cheering for in a match. Often simply known
as a face.

It’s the start of the very first televised match, and The Miz comes out with his manager wife, and
the Miz-Tourage, his lackeys. The crowd boos loudly. Mike “The Miz” Mizanin has been a
wrestler in the WWE for over ten years and has almost always been a heel. He cheats, he
surrounds himself with other cheaters who help him win. He steals other wrestlers finishing
moves. I relish booing The Miz, a wrestler who relies on the protection of others in order to
succeed. He is going to start the show off with one of his predictable hissy fits in the center of
the ring before the show even starts. The credits for the show play in the dark arena, his music
comes on and the lights go up. Chris and I boo loudly, because we can, and the Miz starts
talking, but we are cut off. The music for Olympic gold medalist and former WWE Superstar,
Kurt Angle, fills the stadium.
When Angles’ music plays, the entire stadium gets on their feet, and starts chanting for
him. Kurt Angle is currently a face in his new role of General Manager, but that wasn’t always
the case. The character he played before had a terrible ego when I watched wrestling as a kid,
which often made him the target of ridicule. Fans chanted “you suck” when he’d walk out to the
ring, and his character would emotionally explode before he even got into the ring. An excellent
wrestler, he retired because of abusive relationships with alcohol and drugs, but was brought
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back later on as a General Manager for the RAW brand shortly after the last Wrestlemania. I love
seeing a part of my childhood on the screen every week. I love the way that Kurt embraced his
“You suck” chant now, often chanting along with the audience with a huge grin on his face. He
is easily one of my favorite parts of current day wrestling.
When his music comes on, I lurch to my feet, almost spilling my beer. Chris laughs and
stands up with me, and we yell, punching the air with our fists “You Suck, You Suck” with the
rest of the arena, while Kurt marches out and goes toe to toe with the Miz. Kurt tells the Miz to
shut up, a choice that gets him loud cheers from the audience. He doesn’t let Miz continue with
his whining, but rather, throws the Miz-Tourage and the entire RAW roster into a Rumble, a
match where all the wrestlers go into the ring, and the last one standing would be given a chance
to fight The Miz for his title on next week’s show. His words make the Miz enraged, who starts
stomping around the ring while we cheer. Kurt’s music plays again and he exits the stage, and
we cheer his retreating back, the hero that came back from our childhood.
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Ringside Seats
It’s all my father’s fault. I watched what he watched. And as years progressed, it became
an easy way to relive old memories. The storylines are created in such a way as they are easy to
catch up on what’s going on, even if you haven’t watched for two years. Timelines often
fluctuate for my father, so the erratic-ness is our normal.
In professional wrestling, there are two roles to choose from. The “face” is the good guy,
the one you want the crowd to cheer for, to root for success against all odds. The foil to the face
is the “heel.” A heel is a character that the crowd loves to hate for their immoral decision making
and typically unlovable behavior.
Heels are my favorite type of wrestlers.
The Undertaker was my father’s favorite wrestler. A dark giant who dares you not to
define him. His character’s persona screams heel, but the crowd’s love for him makes him a face.
In hindsight, I believe that is why my father loved him so. He loves to align himself to the
greyness of ambiguity.

In 1984, six months into the year that my parents welcomed the 7 lb., 5 oz. version of
myself into the world, Mark Calloway stepped into his first professional wrestling match. He
wrestled the amateur circuits until 1989 before being signed to the WWE as The Undertaker, a
character who was responsible for the dead, a “phenom” because of his ghostly work. The sevenfoot giant of a man was deceptively athletic, willing to throw his 300 lb. body all over the ring
for the sake of the crowd. A fan of mixed martial arts, the spryness he showed in the ring
contrasted starkly with his opponents, who typically lumbered around the canvas playground.
The crowds were drawn to him for his stage personality and the originality of his wrestling. In
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his first few years as The Undertaker, he created two new matches. The Casket Match would end
when his opponent would be nailed into a coffin, and the Buried Alive Match took it a step
further by actually burying the coffin under a layer of dirt. His followers were called the
Children of the Night; they attended his events garbed in heavy eyeliner and all black clothes.
The WWE paired him with a manager named Paul Bearer, and the two of them were a
force to be reckoned with for the first few years of The Undertaker’s career. He won his first
WrestleMania match and stole the show, going up against Jimmy Snuka, an iconic figure with a
long career with the WWE. Leaving the ring with an impressive victory, The Undertaker had
established himself as a star in the world of wrestling.

My father was born in 1952 to a young woman who promptly gave him up for adoption.
My grandparents collected him and two other children, another boy and a girl, to complete their
cookie cutter family.
The idea of memories haunts my father. My father tells me he remembers being hated in
the womb. He tells me he was a rape baby. He seems to believe his mother came from Friesland,
a small country squashed between the Netherlands and Germany, drowning in the swamps. He
takes pride in his imagined heritage.
I don’t know how he can know that, or if it’s even true. Those records are sealed,
probably lost. My grandparents told me they never knew the heritage of their baby, or the
circumstances of his coming into this world.
My father’s desperation to create tethers in this world leads him down dark roads.
My grandparents were a taciturn, devout couple who believed in heavy handed childraising. My grandfather was a successful businessman who spent a lot of time away, and my
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grandmother dealt with the loneliness by lashing out on her three adopted children. Fidgeting in
the pews had the penalty of head cuffs, talking back caused red, enflamed cheeks with white
fingerprints, and the belt came out for anything more grievous.
My father was bright. He spent most of his days picking fights with neighbor kids and
raising hell in the neighborhood with his cousins. He would often take the brunt of any
punishment so his younger siblings wouldn’t have to, saving them from spankings and
punishments by shouldering the blame for their transgressions. My grandmother loved my father
the only way she knew how, and his soul bruised from the pressure of it.
His bad boy persona began making daily appearances as a young adult. He broke four
knuckles as a child in fist fights and suffered two concussions. He excelled in school, but still
struggled with life. He was a self-estranged loner through high school. He was fully committed
to the activities he loved, like theatre. For one role, he was to portray a grumpy old man in a
wheel chair. For the month leading up to the play, he rolled around his high school in an old
wooden wheelchair, raising skirts and hell everywhere he went.

My earliest memories of wrestling were in the years of Hulkmania. My brother and I
adored the over-tanned Hulk Hogan and found every opportunity we could to watch him in the
ring. We were young, too young to realize that everything in the ring is scripted. We would have
been devastated to find out that we were the gullible audience of wrestlers’ dreams.
We became visitors to my father’s bi-weekly ritual. When wrestling would start, he
would be set up in the living room in his ugly brown lazy boy that would cough dust if you hit it
hard enough, a side effect of the construction work life. My father knew we only cared about
Hulk Hogan. We would play in the other room, as loudly as he would allow us, until his voice
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rang out like the starting bell. We’d come crashing down on the green/orange/puke-brown shag
carpet and watch the charismatic superstar tear up the ring. My brother would attempt to reenact
the matches with his Big Boss Man wrestling doll, and I would sit on both of them when I’d get
sick of his shuffling about. We’d cheer and boo with the crowd, and my father would either goad
us into louder antics or shush us in a way that, we knew, he meant business. When the match
concluded we’d leave the room again, abandoning my father to keep his lone watch, a shadowy
giant lit up in blue tube light.

Betrayal wears many faces. I’m thirteen, maybe fourteen. He’s walking past me in our
kitchen, and he reaches out, in a casual way, as if to hug me. His need for support is constant
since the accident. I lean in, wanting to return this moment of affection only to find the muscular
arm around my neck increasing in pressure past the threshold of friendly hug. I see stars and then
my vision goes dark. I wake up, cold and shaking on the floor with my father looking down at
me.
“I could have killed you, you know,” he says. “I could have snapped your neck and you
wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.”
“Why did you do it?” The only question that needed to be answered, the only question
my still foggy brain would allow.
“To prove I could,” he says, and walks to the safety of his basement.

The Undertaker has always had a grand entrance. Many wrestlers come down the
walkway, full of pomp and circumstance, the glitz and music that announce to the world that
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they are here. And then there are wrestlers like The Undertaker, whose mere presence in an arena
can change the density of the air.
It’s Wrestlemania 20 and The Undertaker is scheduled to face off against his brother
Kane. This is the entrance I’ve watched 20 plus times, another five while I am sitting here
figuring out how to capture the moment and convey those important details on the page, and one
final time just because I love it so much. It never seems to lose its magic, and every time I watch
the big reveal, my goose bumps have their own gravitational force.
“Awww yeah,” echoes through the arena. The crowd pulses with excitement as Paul
Bearer, the Undertaker’s Manager, leads the way for the Druids. There are dents in the golden
urn Paul carries, and I can’t help but wonder if this is the same urn that has led the way the first
time The Undertaker walked down the aisle to the ringed playground.
Torches drip fire and leave sooty fingerprints on the ground behind them. They burn
bright as the lights drop, and the crowd holds its breath in anticipation. One bell knoll is all it
takes, and they go ballistic. The camera goes to Kane, the distraught brother, and flickers to Paul
Bearer, the manager and paternal figure, and then to the top of the walkway. As it floats back to
Kane, we see the horror and disbelief in his face as he violently protests the unseen presence in
the arena. The crowd screams as the camera changes back to the top of the walkway and catches
the seven-foot giant in the black Stetson hat, walking methodically into view, turning,
unstoppable, to face the ring.
From the first appearance to the methodical stroll down the walkway under the Druid’s
torches, The Undertaker’s presence is felt throughout the arena. He’s so tall that the Druids have
to lift the torches, and even though the fire drips and licks at the edges of The Undertaker’s
leather coat, he never hesitates. He walks, not like a robot, but as if controlled by something else,
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with a pace that indicates he is in no hurry, but in a manner that makes you want to get the fuck
out of the way.
When he steps up to the ring, rolls his eyes back into his head, and the lights go up, he’s
still just as impressive under the bright bright lights of the arena. No one rushes the dark giant as
the hat comes off, the final part of the walk down the aisle. He is ready. This is his fight.

It’s a beautiful summer day in San Diego in 1978, and my father has just been shot.
Twice. A Marine with a good job and a great reputation was called a racial slur, and he opened
fire in the barracks. My father came face to face with the gunman. He realized he had a chance if
the gun swung away, to stop this man where he stood, to step forward and snap his neck. But the
gun swung towards my father and a bullet tore through his arm. Echos of “run run” rang through
the base hallways, and my father ran. A bullet tore through his foot, crushing all the tiny bones in
its path. My father leaned against the hallway, one bullet hole creating splatter art on the wall
that he leaned on and the other one creating a pond at his feet, a geyser of blood running out his
toes.
He’s not even supposed to be here. Desperate to keep my father away from the armed
forces at a time when the world hated the military, my grandfather paid for five years of college.
But my father wanted to be a Marine. He took the Marine oath in 1975, not realizing he was
signing in his own blood.

In 2010, my brother joined the Army. I cornered him right after he swore in. I wanted the
truth and he still evaded me. Was he running away from the home we grew up in? I knew the
answer, but I wanted him to know it too. I wanted him to understand the reasons for his actions.
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It’s not until years later, drunk and talking on the phone late at night, that he finally admits it, and
even then, there is shame in his voice. We only wanted to protect each other.
He is stationed in Germany now and almost never calls my parents. I typically initiate
contact and then pass on any information I find. It grates on my father because he thinks my
brother is avoiding him. But my brother is only demonstrating the kind of participation in life my
own father exhibits when it comes to family. My father ran across the country to get away from
his family. I think my father feared repeated patterns when his son ran away from him. My father
moved across the United States. My brother moved halfway around the world.
My father corners me one day when I’m visiting my mother. He accuses me of keeping him from
his son. He says I’ve cut his balls off, made him less of a man, that I’m a heartless bitch and a
terrible person.
The anger ricochets in my parents’ home. My mother stands powerless in the kitchen, not
sure how to protect me from the man who usually doesn’t participate in life. My response, fueled
by frustration more than revenge, is to tell him to take the initiative for once and to reach out to
his son, instead of waiting for him to call. I tell him I’m frustrated with how he complains about
lack of communication, when he only calls his own family on holidays.
My father deflates instantly and walks out of the room. I can hear him a few minutes
later, crying at the computer. It’s a painful sob, messy because of the drugs he’s on and what
they do to his system. The sobs are only interrupted by my father’s sporadic punching of the
keyboard keys as he signs onto the computer. He tries to find the words to start a conversation
with a son he never talks to, and I leave without saying goodbye.
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My father will tell you his life really began in 1980. On December 19 th, 1979, after an
evening of drinking with his friends, received a phone call from another platoon member and left
the party to go save his comrade from the perils of drunk driving. On the way to the pick-up
point, he passed out, leaving the car to drive off a curve straight into a tree and flip itself upside
down. He lay captive in the car, his head cracked open and victim to the muddy California ditch
water. He woke three days later in a Naval hospital, able to remember only one thing: he was a
Marine.
Victim to his escaping memories, my father believed he was being held captive. The
people at the hospital didn’t wear the same uniforms that he did. So, they were enemies. But they
were enemies who taught him how to use a fork and spoon and checked on his wounds daily.
When he finally remembered a phone number, they offered him a rotary dial. He called the father
of a childhood friend. Dots connected and a few days later, my father saw his parents. He had
survived the car accident with two dislocated shoulders, several fractured ribs, and a basal skull
fracture that basically obliterated his memories before 1980. He was discharged from the
Marines a short time later.
Basal skull fractures are rare; most people do not survive them. My father is one out of
four in every 100 who might survive this type of injury. The actual force of the injury typically
causes cerebral spinal fluid to leak out of the brain through the eardrums, causing damage to
them as well. When my father injured himself, they were still learning about how to deal with
head injuries, so he was released earlier than he should have been. The doctors thought some
normalcy would help my father.
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Mark Calloway is The Undertaker. But you’ll never meet him. In nearly all public
appearances, you will only ever see The Undertaker. An interview with Regis was an awkward
minute of Regis being measured for a coffin while talking to the uninterested wrestling superstar.
Mark Calloway was from a different era of kayfabe, which is the adherence to a scripted
storyline as truth. Kayfabe was a way of life for most wrestlers, especially in the era that
Calloway is wrestling in, but Calloway had an extra difficult job because his character didn’t
really participate in real life scenarios. Who he is as an athlete is only half the job, it’s how he
delivers his role that makes him a legend. He has built a reputation that has earned him the
respect of many of his wrestling comrades. The only people lucky enough to know Mark
Calloway are the family that surrounds him and the friends of lifetimes past, remembered in old
photos with faded corners. Social media allows me glimpses at a different kind of life, a life
where I might have been able to get to know the man named Mark Calloway.
I want to meet him. I want to meet the man who hides his past. I want to know if he
sounds like my father used to, talks like my father used to, and protects like my father used to. I
want to touch a ghost.

When my father couldn’t live the Marine life anymore, he decided he must be a biker. He
loved his Harley. A vintage version of motorcycle metal, my father clung to its metallic
handlebars akin to the grip to a life preserver. He made friends with similar hobbies and started
to revive his bad boy persona. He told people he was a backstabber. He told people he rolled
with a dangerous group. He told bikers he was no one to mess with. He was dangerous, and he
was happy to be so.
Until he met my mother.
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Almost exactly a year after the accident, my mother appeared in his life, and it took my
father asking her to marry him three times before she finally said yes. They got married in 1982,
in ivory hats and brown polyester suits and started a family two years later. As a child, I would
sit on the bike behind my father and listen to the wind whip past us as he zipped around the block
as fast as my mother would allow. It was then that my father knew I had an unnatural sense of
balance, knowing exactly where and when to lean without any direction.
The first few years of my childhood were peaceful. When I was eight, my father sold his
bike to take care of his family and found work as a pipe fitter for a local construction company.
The pain he had from the car accident was limited to mostly headaches, and he could walk just
fine on the foot with no joints in its toes. He just couldn’t run.
Until a ladder fell out from underneath him.
A 30-foot fall caused a broken leg, a concussion, and a layoff. Years later, when science
would explain more, we would know also that my father re-aggravated his head injury and kickstarted the deterioration of the brain around the old battle wound. Over the next few years, my
father would start to lose control of his emotions and more of his memories, which would then
cause a dependence on narcotics, a violent cycle of depression and episodes of post-traumatic
stress disorder. My father is prone to the curse of friendly fire.

He called me down the stairs, and I came running to his bellowing, fearful of what could
be causing the ruckus. I turned the corner of the stairs and he fired three shots at me.
Time seemed to stop and I instantly clutched my stomach as it dropped. A flash
momentarily blinds me and the smell of firecrackers singes my eyeballs, and I stare at the short
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muscular man laughing hysterically, holding a cap gun. His hair is sticking up on end, like he’s
just woken up from a nap. He looks like a madman. My brother just watches in silence.
The smoke from the cap gun clears the air between my father and myself. With all the
might in my sixteen-year-old body, I scream at the man holding the toy gun, shaking with the
fury of pent up rage.
“DON’T YOU EVER FUCKING DO THAT AGAIN.” It’s the first time I’ve ever sworn
at my father, and without pausing, I run back up the stairs and slam my bedroom door shut. My
father follows slowly behind me, and his pace echoes in our wooden home.
“You’d think I’d actually shoot you?”
“I don’t know what you’ll do.” A simple truth that hangs out there suddenly becomes a
wall.
“You don’t have a clue as to what I am capable of,” he finally says and then retreats to
his own bedroom across the hall. The slam of the door vibrates the house.

It takes about four or five years before people start to recognize the streak of
Wrestlemania wins that The Undertaker has been accruing. It isn’t until the fifth one, in a match
against Diesel in 1996 at Wrestlemania 12, that the crowd starts to take notice. Diesel was
another giant of the ring, a seven-foot superstar with the personality of a brick. Diesel and The
Undertaker clashed and the walls of the arena shook with how hard they go at it. When The
Undertaker finally defeats Diesel at the end of the match, the streak is realized. Having taken on
another giant in the ring, it seems that nothing can stop The Undertaker.
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We’re coming back from karate in my father’s old GM truck. There’s a slip and a slide,
and my father’s bumper meets the car in front of him. His arm flies out and keeps us both from
hitting the windshield. He glances over to make sure we are okay and stumbles out to yell at the
person who was unfortunate enough to get hit by my father’s truck.
His love is heavy, and it leaves a nasty bruise for a week.

The Undertaker’s undeniable success as a character required the creation of an
appropriate rival, his storyline brother Kane. Kane is portrayed as a lost brother who should have
died in a fire with their parents but apparently survived. When Kane first appears, it’s with
vengeance on his mind. He shows up and takes a victory away from The Undertaker. With fire
and fury, he makes The Undertaker’s life a living hell at every possible opportunity. But, because
he is family, The Undertaker refuses to strike back.

My husband doesn’t always understand why I hold my father at arm’s distance.
He interacts with my father minimally. Often, dinner at my parents’ house gets cancelled
because my father isn’t feeling well or my mother doesn’t feel like entertaining. If we are lucky,
we manage to see them for holidays and birthdays.
Most time spent with my father is in the living room, trying to talk over the loud TV that
he will not mute. He’d rather concentrate on the blandness of the channel in front of him than
engage in life. Occasionally he will separate himself from the television or computer to
participate in conversation, but he gets easily overwhelmed and will run away at the first
miscommunication.
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My husband feels bad for my father even though he knows what my childhood was like.
He wishes that he would have asked my father for permission to marry me. He doesn’t want to
believe that my father will never remember the gesture. He doesn’t understand because his
family is not my family. His family is loving, supportive, and calm, even in the worst
circumstances. His family throws wrapping paper around at Christmas and I have to hide my
instinct to flinch amidst all the joviality.
We come from two different worlds. I wish I could live without the burden of memories
and my husband wishes I could be more forgiving.

Kane’s relationship with his brother is rocky at best, and over the period of time that I’ve
been watching wrestling with my father, he alternates between being at his side and knifing him
in the back. But the biggest upset comes when Kane kills The Undertaker’s biker persona. He
tells the world that this man betrays the true nature of himself every time he rolls out into that
ring. He buries The Undertaker and holds a memorial service for him at ring side. Kane begs for
the world to see him as sympathetic, but I see right through him. Kane wants to be the good guy
when he has no business standing in that light.

My uncle is the perfect example of a person defined by his childhood. My uncle, often
the target of the abuse that my grandmother inflicted, manages his life as a drug addict. In the
way that older families do, we don’t talk about my uncle’s affliction. It wasn’t until this last
summer that I even found out that he is homeless and has been for a good five years.
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My aunt, who shares information a year after it would have been useful to know, tells me
that he does meth and that he has no teeth. My grandfather gave him teeth last year at Christmas.
When he comes over to meet my husband he gives him a gummy grin.
My father refuses to acknowledge the depth of my uncle’s sickness. He wants to know
how long his hair is and seems relieved to find out it is long enough to be in a ponytail. He
doesn’t seem to want to hear that my uncle was dirty, that he had no teeth. I’m not allowed to tell
him that he wasn’t invited to my wedding two years ago, my cousin’s wedding one year ago, and
my last cousin’s wedding next July. I’m not allowed to tell my father the truth, because he takes
things so personally that we are worried about what his reaction might be.

My father barely made it to my wedding. We joked about it of course, leading up to the
event, knowing that his moods were fickle, and his pain was permanent. But my grandfather was
going to be there. That set him in a tizzy. He avoided me all day, except to give me an old coin
he had brought from home. My “something old.” I don’t try to explain to him that I have an
object, and I take it, knowing he cares a lot about it. He disappears until it is time for me to walk
him down the aisle, holding him steady for the sake of appearances. During the father daughter
dance, he threatens to beat the photographer because the flash is an annoyance.
An hour later, I see him again, just when the party is really starting to pick up. He is
leaving and needs his coin back. He is more concerned with the coin than he is in saying
goodbye, and he doesn’t congratulate us. He just shambles off into the dark, mumbling about his
Roman coin.
The wine softens the blow, but the gut still shows the bruise.
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My father believes the first stage persona of The Undertaker was ‘Taker, or Big Evil, on
the bike. My father’s selective memories clear their own path through the brush and some things
just aren’t worth the aggravation of trying to correct. In truth, ‘Taker on a bike didn’t happen
until 2000. The former undead Phenom rolled in a loud chopper and took the arena by storm.
This was a temporary part of the ‘Taker character, a rebranding because Gothic culture didn’t
have the same appeal as before, but it is one of my favorites. A repackaging of the wrestler for
the benefit of the company and the prestige that Calloway carried in the ring.
It makes sense to me that this is the version that my father remembers first. He was
recovering from his fall at the job and his brain was working overtime trying to reform the
memories lost to him. This would be the most vivid version of the ‘Taker he sees, a giant rolling
in on a chopper. Of course, he would love him the most: this was the embodiment of everything
my father wanted to be.
I sat with my father, laid up with his shattered foot and headaches, and cheered as ‘Taker
took on the wrestling heroes of my childhood. The Rock, Stone Cold Steve Austin, Triple H and
more all fell to the giant who flew in the ring. Limp Bizkit’s “Rollin’’ became the soundtrack to
my life. Of course, it would echo through the house, we lived in a time when closed captioning
wasn’t as readily available as it is now. My mother would walk through and grunt in protest, and
that made me love it even more.
Monday and Thursday evenings were bonding time. I’d sit on the couch next to my
father’s chair and we’d bellow at the screen. I can’t remember the matches, I only remember that
we enjoyed it. I remember my father laughing with derision if he thought wrestlers were going to
break character. I remember the way he lit up when the ‘Taker rolled in on his bike.
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When I moved out, I kept watching wrestling. At first it was because I wanted to relive
those moments at home, those moments of elation as an audience member. But it never held the
same magic it held at my parents’ home. Soon, wrestling became a backdrop to drinking. And
then, like many stars of the wrestling ring, it just vanished from my life.

It happens in the middle of the night as I am walking to the bathroom. I open the door,
startling my father, his eyes wild in the glow of the singular nightlight. He grabs me by the throat
and shoves me down the stairs, part of his brain likely thinking that I am an intruder. It’s a
burden to separate family and foe in the dark.
I fall down one flight of stairs and lie there, sore, dazed but mostly unhurt, years of
skating and karate training coming to my aid as I tuck and roll safely while the giant stares at me
in the night. He shuffles uncomfortably, and I know he has realized who I am. There is a pause
and he wanders back to his bedroom and shuts the door. I make my way back up the stairs and
lock myself in my bedroom. It’s never talked about.

The Undertaker has four well known signature moves in the ring. The first is Tombstone
Piledriver, the most brutal as it flips the wrestler upside down and drives him head first into the
mat. Then there is Last Ride, a maneuver developed in his American Bad Ass stage, where the
opponent is hefted into the air with the legs over ‘Taker’s shoulders and slammed into the canvas
of the ring. The Chokeslam, a favorite of taller wrestlers, was used to slam many opponents to
the canvas, or tables if they were terribly unfortunate that day. But my favorite was always Old
School.
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Old School required ‘Taker to walk on the top ropes of the ring and take a flying leap at
his opponent. While the move was never really a finishing move, it was always impressive to see
the giant walk on the top of the ropes. The amount of balance required to do so must have taken
years to perfect.
I don’t attach myself to the persona of the day. I know that each day is luck of the draw. I
know better than to stay in the line of sight when my father’s world is in upheaval. My father’s
life consists of fighting for that balance, and most days I think he doesn’t even try to stay on top
of the ropes. Some days the good guy wins, and he’s just my father. Some days he’s the monster
under the bed. He’s constantly looking to find ties to this world, while pushing the people who
care about him further away because his mind is telling him that is what he should do.

Wrestling has taken over my life. I send my husband off to bed, and I spend hours of time
watching old matches of The Undertaker’s. I’ve forgotten how much I love this. I’ve forgotten
how much I genuinely enjoy the characters in the ring. I don’t know if my attachment to this
sport is genuine, or if I think I’m looking at who my father used to be every time The Undertaker
steps in the ring.
Age has tarnished some of the novelties. When a character fakes a hit, I see it clearly
now. I see older wrestlers run to fat, and I see the makeup caked on in such a way that defeats all
rules of theatricality.
But I love it. I want to bounce off the ropes, I want to fly through the air, I want the
crowd to roar with anticipation, I want to smell what the Rock is cooking. I see the poetry of the
ring as well: the way that the wrestlers present themselves, the styles they each own, and the way
they all move. The commitment to their characters is their motivation in the ring, and the affronts
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that are seen are acted out in such a way so that I almost believe their validity. One wrestler
moves so staccato, and one wrestler slinks. The Undertaker flies through the air with an
athleticism I never saw before, and I just can’t stop watching.

If you met my father at night in the dark, you’d probably run the other way.
The darkness would be kind and hide the fact that he walks with a cane now. It would
hide the rheumy-ness of his eyes and disguise the fat that cushions his body. His hair is brown
and thinning. He walks with a menace in his step, deliberately. He’s happy if you are
uncomfortable around him. At five foot six, his silhouette would still be a menacing thing.
Somewhere in the course of his life, he found a black cowboy hat that he decorated with
feathers. His arms are mini tree trunks and once upon a time, the man was pure muscle. Even
now, after years of heavy narcotics, the man is still stronger than he looks.
He is, as a former boyfriend once described him, a beast.

In the days following the work accident, during the lengthy process of applying for
disability, my father would play the piano. I would sit on the stairs behind the piano and listen to
him play Puff the Magic Dragon for hours. Rain would fall, and the melancholy notes bounced
gently off the window panes around me enough to know one thing. My father was sad.
I didn’t have a good relationship with my mother, who didn’t have a good relationship
with my father. Fights punctuated afternoons and evenings, and my brother and I hid in our
rooms while the people who were supposed to be taking care of us threw around insults and
laments like fists.
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When my mother wasn’t home, I would just sit and talk to my father. Sometimes, I think
he just liked to have peaceful company, most of the time I don’t think he was really talking to me
as much as he just wanted to be heard. I would sit on the counter because my mother didn’t allow
it and listen to him talk about the fights he used to get into, the schools he got kicked out of, and
the life he lived before he was a Marine. We never talked about the Marines when I was younger
save for one occasion.
He must have been having a bad day. He must have woken up on the wrong side of the
bed, been torn up by my mother. The dog must have pissed on his shoes. Because I came down,
sat on the counter, and before I could say hello to him, he told me to shut up. He told me I didn’t
care about him. He told me I was just like my mother. He told me I didn’t care about him,
because if I did, I would’ve asked him about his scars.
The room got dark, and my vision got blurry. I forced myself to walk out of the room and
back up the stairs. I heard my father throwing bowls and cups in the kitchen as I closed the door
to my bedroom. With the click, I sunk to the floor and hug my knees. This is where my father
destroyed our friendship, and his finishing move was nothing more than a simple “shut up.”

It’s in this match, the one with the entrance that I’ve watched way too many times, that
The Undertaker brings back the Undead persona. He walks into the arena with that gravitas, and
I want him to win. It’s expected. With the win, which comes pretty easily compared to other
matches, he has reaffirmed this is who he should be. He continues winning, as the Undead. He
keeps breaking the norm and is successful because of it. But he slows down. Now, because of
age and injuries, we only see The Undertaker at Wrestlemania. We only see him when he’s at his
best.
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I’m in a parking garage with my father, penned in by cement pillars and neon yellow
stripes waiting for my grandfather and my mother to descend down to the pit to join us. Grandma
passed a few days ago, and my father is not handling it well.
I had not been given time to grieve. Notified of her death a few hours before I took the
GRE, I was still more angry than sad, but this man standing beside me knew about it for three
weeks before hand. He hopped on a plane and got to say goodbye to a pillar of love in my life.
Caught together in this cement moment, he starts to cry, walls echoing his grief. I want to
ignore him, I do not want to validate his pain, but in this moment, I am helpless. I watch him
grieve the loss of this important relationship and I shuffle to his side to pat his shoulder.
“She was a much better grandmother than she was a mother,” he gasped out between
sobs.
The proposed prophesy lays heavy between us as the elevator chimes and we are no
longer alone.

I’m in a constant battle with myself to keep my game face on. Life can be overwhelming,
and I keep disappointing people.
The other family tradition.
I fight for a place in this world, a place where I make sense. Where I am not defined by
the mistakes my father made or the secrets I kept to protect him. I fight to live by the earliest
memories of him, but I am dragged down by the weight of denial.
Once upon a time, he loved me the way a father should love his daughter. Taking photos
of his newborn daughter was one of his favorite pastimes and flipping through the albums used
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to be one of mine. Now the pages feel heavy in my hands, and the smiles seem less sincere. I
walk through this world with the idea that anyone can turn against me.

My father told me recently that stories make good teachers. I asked him what he meant
by that, and he simply tells me that he used to tell me stories all the time. Most of them weren’t
true.
His brusque honesty is one of the things that I can actually stand nowadays. The
deterioration of his mental and physical condition has left him to be a shadow of the giant he
used to be. He is always telling stories, because quite literally, that is all he can seem to grab onto
in his current state. Whole cohesive thoughts.
He used to tell me a story of the Frisians. He makes them sound ferocious. Frisians kick
Roman asses. Frisians are scary. This must be true because he is Frisian too. There’s that lie
again.
He tells me stories about the jobs he worked after the Marine Corps. Jobs in mental
hospitals where he would have had no qualification to actually work. These stories are
disturbing, and I want to pretend that they aren’t real.
He tells me he should have been a Viking. I don’t disagree. I can see my father finding
joy in a culture that highlights all his brutal tendencies.
He tells me stories that make no sense to anyone but him because he has lost the ability to
communicate in a coherent manner. He tells me stories at the dinner table that take too long to
reach their conclusions, and my mother tells him to shut up.
He tells me my mother bought him a Harley the other day. He tells me that he won’t wear
a helmet. A man who is one concussion away from potentially dying and has had three car
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accidents in the last two years has just been given the most unprotected form of transportation
and the only lie in this sentence is that the bike isn’t a Harley. It’s an old cheap bike, closer to a
Vespa than a Harley. It’s the kind of bike he wouldn’t have looked twice at in his younger days.
He tells me he feels like he is a spectator in his own life. I feel like he’s trying to put on a
show. I don’t think he even cares who is watching as long as someone is.

The Wrestlemania streak continued for 21 matches. It was on the 22 nd that The
Undertaker finally lost. A young talent looking to make a name for himself bartered his way
back into the WWE at the cost of the streak. Having already been defeated once by the legend at
a previous Wrestlemania, Brock Lesnar knocked again on The Undertaker’s door. In the ring that
he had made his legacy shine, The Undertaker lost to Lesnar. He lay in the middle of the ring,
body covered in sweat and hands over his eyes as Brock and his manager danced out of the
arena. The crowd was stunned, and still gave The Phenom a standing ovation as he left the arena.
It was the loss that no one had expected.
There are traditions in the wrestling world. The things you do when you retire. Because
The Undertaker only wrestled at Wrestlemania, the world whispered about his loss. This was a
tradition. This was the signal. The Undertaker must be retiring.
On a day when I’ve spent way too much time watching old wrestling videos and
documenting his every move, The Undertaker speaks out. Through a lengthy status on social
media, he explains, he’s not ready to go. He feels like he can still play with the big dogs. That
that ring is still his yard.
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I’m elated and devastated in the same moment. Why won’t the bastard retire? Early
deaths frequent the sport like dandelions in spring, but this is a death I’m not ready for. That
would be a loss I would feel harder than most.
But I think of him as he gets ready for his next go in the ring, and I can’t stop smiling. I
can’t help but wonder if my father would have made the same choice.

The demons that haunt my father are also my own. When he lashes out, am I to withstand
the pain because he is not capable of controlling his actions, or do I push back? Years of
withstanding taught me nothing but fear, and when I fight back, it causes nothing but pain. But a
face would just take the pain, rise above it. Maybe I just wasn’t strong enough. Maybe I’m not
meant to be a face in this scenario. Or maybe my father is being beaten down by the family who
doesn’t understand him, who can’t put themselves in his shoes.
My father kept one photo from his past down in his workshop before it got singed by his
neglect. The picture was of him on his Harley from my childhood. His hair is shoulder length,
like any good hippie, and he’s straddling that bike with the biggest grin I’ve ever seen him have.
This is who my father is. This is the man trapped inside a stranger’s body.
Sometimes, I wish he still had that bike. I wish I could time travel with him and live in
the days where he was better equipped to fight his demons. I wish I could we could ride around
the neighborhood, hair whipping blindly in our faces, and not worry about the dangers of
tomorrow.
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Fall
The ending of the match. A fall is obtained by gaining a decision in any manner, normally consisting of a
pinfall, submission, count-out, or disqualification.

I don’t realize until we are in the arena how loud wrestling actually is. The wrestlers slam into
the mat with a viciousness that echoes throughout the FedEx Forum. Flying leaps land with
collisions that echo loudly, even all the way up to our nosebleed seats.

“I didn’t realize it was this loud,” I mention to Chris, as we both flinch from the sound of a
nearly three-hundred-pound man hitting the floor of the ring. The crowd groans in sympathy, and
I realize this is a tactic, just like everything else. We hear everything: the falls, the pounding of
the referee on the mat during pinning, the slap of flesh against flesh as these men throw
themselves at each other in the ring.

“I didn’t either. I wonder what they do to dull the sound for television.” Sharp noises cut through
our conversation, and our attention turns back to the ring.
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Winter Wheat
I am a grain of forgotten seed in a world of wheat. A small part among millions, I push
against the soil around me, the dark comfort of winter, the granular feel of pebble. I am here,
waiting.

Wheat germinates fairly quickly once the seed pod has been opened. The pod opens, and
it gets rechristened as a cotyledon. A small bud anticipating being able to turn its face to the sun.
The cotyledon typically breaks the surface of the ground by its seventh day, not believing in a
day of rest. By the ninth day it is standing straight and by the eleventh day it is growing leaves.
The practice of growing wheat started as a hobby for Americans, first planted in 1777, but then
grew to be a multimillion dollar industry in 42 states.

Children in my family have elasticity when they are born, the kind that makes it harder
for people to break them. This is the same way cholesterol works for wheat. When the
temperature drops below zero, wheat has fluid in it, allowing it to bend, live, and thrive against
harsh climate elements that would otherwise destroy it. When driving across the country in my
search for a new home in the summer of 2014, I envied the fields of wheat for their resiliency in
this life. I intake massive amounts of bread hoping to glean some of their currency, but I seem to
only ever have enough to just barely survive.
My husband was never given elasticity when he was born. His parents were religious and
didn’t feel it was necessary. Now he finds ways to bend by exploring the world around him. The
five bookcases in our home are dominated by the man searching for answers. He reads the earth
and loves fragments of the myths that once were. We go for long drives, where he is enraptured
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with the ancient storytelling of the world around him. He believes in the things he can touch with
his hands and see with his eyes. His eyes see so much more than mine ever will.

The cholesterol of wheat hides between two lipid bilayers, as the bilayers constrict under
the cold, the extreme temperatures of the land forcing it into its most protective form, as the
cholesterol pushes back. The cellulose tightens in the cold, constricting like the boa of childhood
nightmares, instinct causing it to strangle itself in an attempt to keep out the cold. The knitted
grains of cellulose close tight, determined to fight the strength of the cold air. The tug of war of
power makes a stronger plant, both sides fighting against each other to keep the stalks slender
shape. Tiny armies of tiny hands pushing against each other in the hollow of cellulose. So intent
in their purpose of pushing out that they don’t even realize they are keeping it standing.

My parents found each other, and for a period of time, found the kind of love that worked
best for both of them. The life that each had lived prior to their acquaintance was not the material
that one tells their children at bedtime.
My father was never elastic, but rather preferred the silent strength of cement. He was
adopted and brought into a home with two other stray children and they all fought for their new
parent’s attention. My father earned many bruises in his search for love. He built walls all around
him, and protected himself the best way he knew how, with his fists. Always a man of his hands,
they are now covered in the white thin scars of childhood fights, regrown nails and the
shallowness of knuckles broken too many times. The walls helped him survive childhood, but
life dropped him from five stories up and the cement started to disintegrate around him. He keeps
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trying to fashion some form of protection from the rubble, not seeing because of injury or
naivety that there is nothing left around him worth protecting.
My mother wasn’t given elasticity either when she was young. The oldest child of an
organized man and an independent mother meant it wasn’t necessary. She had a happy
childhood, until the lifestyle craze of the sixties and seventies stole her away. From the tender
age of 15, she became enamored with a rebellious life. She had a love for all the recreational
entertainments until she became an underage mother. After the baby was born and given up for
adoption, my mother tried to start again, to try and replant herself in a new life, but was too
resistant to the cleanliness of the soil around her.
Both my parents loved wheat in its liquid state, beer and whiskey being their poisons of
choice, and often overindulged until their bellies were packed with an entire season of harvest.
They lost themselves in their need for liquid resiliency, and eventually sought help for it. They
both eventually chose famine over gluttony. They married in 1982, in cream puff dresses and
handlebar mustaches, while families smiled in quiet joy. In 1984, I made my grand entrance into
this world, and in 1986, my brother became my official partner in crime.

Kansas grows winter wheat, because other wheat cannot stand the heat of a Kansas
summer. The wheat sprouts in the fall, is dormant in a Kansas winter, and grows to be harvested
in early summer. Summer wheat, if grown in Kansas, would germinate at the wrong time. It is
not the ideal choice for that environment, but crossbreeding summer wheat and winter wheat has
led to different hybrids with different coping skills. While not ideal, some of the soft summer
wheat can withstand the harsh climate of a Kansas summer. But it never thrives.
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The novelty of having children and being a family wore off after the first few years, and
my parents grew apart. My father fell from a ladder five stories up and was laid off because of
the head injury that resulted from the fall. The presence of a disability in a marriage made it hard
for my father to be the caregiver he felt he should be, which kicked hard at the foundations he
had built around himself. By the time I was ten, my mother became sole caretaker of two
children and a depressed and disabled man.
My mother is not winter wheat in Kansas. She snapped.
I soon learned to avoid my mother when she came home, the way that I learned to avoid
my dad on days when he played the piano. The instinct to run at the first sign of danger, fight or
flight became an unsaid motto between my brother and I. My bedroom became my haven and
closed doors were a signal in our home. Safety in reclusion, elasticity not tested.
There were times I couldn’t avoid the danger, or times I had to stand the brunt for my
brother. Sometime in my seventh grade, I came down to set the table, a regular chore for myself
and my brother, and found my mother pacing the kitchen, enraged that she had to cook dinner on
top of her long unfulfilling day in retail. In the heat of her moment, she grabbed a handful of
silverware and threw it at me. Her rage wasn’t at me specifically; I was just the first moving
target of several that night. Silver rained on me and the black butt of a knife handle hit an inch
below my eye. In shock, I stared at her while she screamed at me to pick it up, and I did, actions
robotic. I set the table and sat quietly through dinner and retreated to the safety of a closed door
when she raised the siren again, targeting my father in her warpath. I pressed my ears against the
dark wood grains of the floorboards and waited for the storm to recede. Cool wood on hot salty
cheeks, comfort in the dark that happens in a Michigan winter.

37

Kansas is the number one state in the nation to produce wheat. They produce enough
wheat to feed the world’s population for about two weeks. They are also home to Dorothy and
her popular cousin, tornados. My brother never learned to listen for sirens. When destruction
was occurring in our home, he didn’t understand the safety behind closed doors, I had to show
him. During my childhood, I don’t remember any tornados. My brother remembers several
though. He talks about the two nights we spent in a cubby in the basement. He chooses to
remember very little of the other types of destruction from our childhood.

Desert wheat used to inhabit the golden sands of Saudi Arabia. Landscapes in Saudi
Arabia were filled with fields and fields of wheat, punctuated with beautiful metropolises and oil
rigs. The wheat Saudi Arabia produced could feed Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Qatar,
Bahrain, Oman and Yemen. But the aquafers that once create such a fertile land are now running
dry, and the crop numbers are dropping drastically. Wheat roots claw at the sandy landscape,
begging for the thing other than sun that they need. Soon, there will be no wheat in Saudi Arabia.
I want to see it before it disappears.

I married a man who loves wheat in all its forms. At holiday meals, he steals the bread
basket and puts it on his plate, content to eat only that for the entire meal. He begs me to make
him pasta, pot pies and pizza. He loves porters, stouts and the occasional whiskey. I have to
occasionally remind him of the other food groups that it would be important for him to eat. He
laughs at me and tells me I am his favorite person and inhales whole stalks and drinks hops. He
may not have been given shots of resiliency, but he survives this world by indulging in the best
of all things. I sometimes worry that he will drown himself in these indulgences, but when I lay
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on the carpeted floor of our apartment and whisper my concerns, he doesn’t see any problem
with his love for grain. His cup is always half full. He lets the struggles of the world roll down
and saturate the ground around him. I worry about the poison that nibbles at his roots. I worry
that if I force discord between us, that he will find more fertile places to call home.
I always worry. About the mice in the field, about the rats on our block. I worry about the
never-ending heat of Memphis summer and the permanence of snow in Michigan. I miss the way
I can see where I’ve been in a field of pure snow, tracks laid out like a treasure map. I worry that
the trains of Memphis will always sound sad.

We’ve been driving for several days, and Kansas is our last stop in our quest for a new
home, a new program for the next step in our education. We stop to test the waters, to find a new
landscape for our futures. We ask questions about the programs, the writers, the funding, the
presence of Starbucks on campus. I look for the things I need to surround myself with. The
comforts of home, the necessities of college life, mimicked in new settings. We’ve been all over
the mid-west, and Kansas is where I want to be. Friends have called it home, professors have
graduated from here, and I know new settings are what I need. I like what I see in Kansas. I’m
not worried about tornados.
My husband and I separate for a while, and after my last meeting, I find myself alone on
a large campus that doesn’t feel remotely like my own. Students mill past and I’m suddenly
overwhelmed with the expectation that everything I do from now on must be the best part of me.
To thrive. I water the ground around me, aware of my singularity in this one second. I’m
convinced that I cannot survive here, I’m not sure I want to leave home at all. When my husband
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finds me again, I’m hiding in the shadow of the building, tracing the rock chalk with my
fingertips. I fear the harvest.

Wheat and tornados litter a path across the county. The fields of gold materialize in
columns and columns of slender gold stalks. They sway in unison to the gentle buffering of the
winds, or cascade like waves against each other. I dream of kernels that ride the waves and kiss
the air when the stalks collide. I look for the wheat that floats away and finds a new home. I look
for the singular stalk, perhaps placed in a sidewalk crack, a stubborn plant who thrives without
the yoke of its companions around them.
Fingers pressed to the glass besides me as the car hums down the highway, the driver
tapping a beat heard only in his head, I sway with the wheat. My eyes follow the natural lullaby
of the wind and lose myself in the oblivion of sleep.

There are three stages of maturity that the grain must achieve before being harvested. The
first is the milk stage, where the head of wheat fills up with a milky substance that will leak
when pinched. The second is the dough stage, where the grain starts to turn color from green to
gold and can be dented with one’s fingernail. The mature stage is when the whole stalk is golden
and the wheat top cannot be dented with a fingernail. Once this stage has been reached, the
wheat has to be harvested quickly before wildlife scavengers eat their fill. The wheat gets cut and
bundled into sheaves and dried under a cheesecloth for about a week.
After the wheat stalks have dried, the small farm method of threshing the wheat berries
involves them from being removed from the stalk forcefully. Recommended methods for
threshing include beating the stalk against a bucket, walking on it, or hitting the stalks with a bat.
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The berries that come off the stalk are than sifted through to remove chaff and sent to the mill to
be ground.
The wheat berries are graded for protein quality and color, price affected by something as
small as the shade of brown it might be. It gets harvested early on in the summer, and sometimes
sits in warehouses for six months before finally being used. It has to wait all that time and go
through all that work to reach its purpose.
Would the wheat fall off the stems if allowed more time to do so? Would the quality be
affected if they weren’t thrashed around so? I watch the sun glint of wheat when we drive
through farmland and worry about what hardships must be faced yet.

Six types of wheat are commonly used. Durum, which is a very hard, translucent, lightcolored grain. Then Hard Red Spring, a hard, brownish, high-protein wheat used for bread and
hard baked goods. Next is Hard Red Winter, a hard, brownish, mellow high-protein wheat used
for bread, hard baked goods.
The fourth type of wheat is Soft Red Winter, a soft, low-protein wheat used for cakes, pie
crusts, biscuits, and muffins. Then Hard White, a hard, light-colored, opaque, chalky, mediumprotein wheat planted in dry, temperate areas; used for bread and brewing. Finally, there is Soft
White, a soft, light-colored, very low protein wheat grown in temperate moist areas. Used for pie
crusts and pastry.
I label myself so I am easier to sort. I wonder about the climate I would grow in. I toe the
ground and dig myself a hole in the new land. I bury a poem, a story, a truth and hope that it
grows. I water constantly but worry about the peril of drowning the seed. I always worry about
drowning. I hunch over in the ground, hands wrapped around my legs. Protecting.
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I wish I could break ground in only seven days. I wish I liked the sun. I wish that I was a soft
summer wheat that grew best in sandy soil. A truth is etched deep into heartflesh, I know it will
be a while before I look for the sun again. I lose myself slowly to the sirens in my head.

It’s a new day in Memphis. A friend comes to visit from the friendly tundra that is
Michigan and I’m sitting on the couch next to her as she samples the things I’ve decided are
most Memphis. I talk about the Mississippi, a barbecue sandwich and point out the airplanes, the
trains and the stray animals that run around our neighborhood. I talk about the places I don’t go,
the places that remind me of home, and the how I get teased for saying pop and how I measure
distance in minutes. I talk about being alone. I talk about how badly I want to be the best part of
myself here. I talk about the things I haven’t allowed myself to talk about, and in the process of
doing so, lose myself in the fall rain.
We are content on the couch, because the weather is being unaccommodating. The skies
open and it rains for almost four days straight. She asks about floods, but for the first time I can
explain how the bluffs keep us safe. There is no danger of drowning here.
We lose ourselves in memories, and she talks about chasing the storm outside our door. It
feels almost like home, more like home then it wasn’t. I don’t know if it will ever truly feel like
home. We talk about the things we wish we can escape, and she is thankful for the distance
between two points.
On the last day, we brave the rain. The streets run around us while we kick puddles on
Beale Street. I warm our cheeks with Starbucks and we ride the Mississippi with a charismatic
gentleman who loves the river. He sways with the waves as he narrates his many tales, and we
sway in response. We hide from the rain in the bottom of the boat, soaking in this history of the
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water. He talks about floods and how the farmers like to grow weed in Arkansas, how they
blame the Mississippi for the deposit of seeds when it floods their fields. We acknowledge the
merits of flooding. We learn about all the things the Mississippi leaves behind when she gets too
high, how she creates the most fertile farmlands.
My friend goes home and calls me a week later. She can’t wash Memphis off her car. The
tires of her car have a permanent crust of mud from the Memphis rain. I laugh but silently hope
for a wildflower to grow in the sparseness of Michigan soil, a hitchhiker not worried about the
constraints of state lines.
A singular seed from a field of gold.
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Gimmick
The character portrayed by a wrestler. Can also be used to refer specifically to the motif or theme evoked
by a character, as indicated by their name, costume or other paraphernalia.

It’s my second time at a live wrestling match, but this time, I’ve gotten decent seats. We are the
first row on the balcony, which has a great view over the ring, and you can still hear the wrestlers
when they yell. I’m still in search of the thing I couldn’t find in my first match, the moment
when I forget it’s all fake, and cheer like they are duking it out for real. I wanna mark out.

We are about halfway through the card, when one of my favorite gimmicks comes out to wrestle.
Enzo Amore, a wrestler with a perpetual chip on his shoulder, prison tattoos and a gift for gab.
He’s not my favorite wrestler, tends to be scrappy and often cheat. He had a partner at one point,
and this was when I learned to love his gimmick. His more recent storylines leave me a little
bored. However, when he dances out and the crowd cheers loudly, I cheer too, and we all take a
collective deep breath in order to help him with his chant, which is supposed to be similar to a
rap.

“My name is Enzo Amore, and I am a certified G, and a bonafied stud, and you can’t teach that!
Ba-da-boom, realest champ in the room! How you doin?” The crowd breaths every word of it,
and chants “How you doin?” while Enzo runs to the ring, and dances like the awkward white
man that he is. His gimmick continues as he rags on his competitor, a young talented man in the
Cruiserweight division who does aerial tricks off the rope that give me heart palpitations every
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time I see them and talks about how his supporters have left him. He rips, and shreds, and
basically kicks up a fit, and we wait, because we all want to help him finish his entrance.

“There’s only one word to describe you, and I’m gonna spell it out for ya! S-A-W-F-T,
SAWFT!” Enzo drops the mic, and the crowd cheers, my husband teases me for participating,
but now I don’t care about Enzo, and I cheer loudly for the young wrestler who’s striding down
to the ring to flip his way to a victory.
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On Dating
I like several young men growing up, but none of them were as handsome or beloved as
my gay skating coach, Scott. Scott is a swarthy, dark haired man seventeen years my senior. He
chases away any young suitors who drop me off at the rink after school because they could
distract me from my goals and kisses my hand before I step onto the ice to compete. Scott laughs
at my oddities and tells me I’m not the same as the other twitlets on the ice. He curls my hair at
competitions because my mother doesn’t do a good enough job, and when I’m at my lowest
weight, he compliments me on the Del Arbour dress that I buy, a purple sleeveless number with
strategically placed mesh, an impulse purchase that set me back nearly a hundred dollars. With
Scott in my corner, I am driven to do more, to achieve something that would make him proud. I
earn a lot of bruises in search of this.
My tenth grade English teacher, Mr. Bratt, challenges us to write a letter to someone
important to us. I write a letter to my thirty-two-year-old coach with piercing blue eyes. I tell him
that through all of my battles, I’m happy that he’s in my corner. I tell him that his constant drive
for perfection matches my own. I tell him I wish he would stop smoking because the world
would be a sadder place if he wasn’t there. Mr. Bratt collects the letters and sends them on to
their recipients, via our stamped and addressed envelopes. When Scott receives his letter, he
hugs me outside of the rink and tells me it’s the nicest thing a student has ever done for him.
Scott recognizes early that my strengths often become my flaws. Where my power works
well for spins and speed, I often struggle with control on jumps and simple things, such as
footwork. He chases me around the rink and screams at me to breathe. When my mother comes
to the rink with music choices for my programs, he tells her no, and he picks slower music, to
keep me from speeding into jumps with too much momentum. At our first competition together,
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I skate a clean program, the first I’ve ever done since I was much younger. He hugs me so hard
when I got off the ice, I don’t stop smiling for the rest of the week.
My skating girlfriends are quick to tease, so I don’t broadcast what they already know. At
this point in my parent’s struggles, they are going through the worst, a three-year battle with the
VA and social security about my father’s disability benefits, I am desperate for the positive
attention that Scott heaps on me, often preferring the rink to home. My crush is easily read by the
young skaters around me, and they tease, especially after an incident at the arena where I ran
outside to one of the blue tables because Scott had left his black fleece gloves on the table, and
buried my nose into one, hoping for a whiff of his cologne. Instead, I picked the smoking hand,
and inhaled heavy tar, smoke and nicotine. The girls at the rink witness the whole thing and
bring the event up for the rest of the week.
“Don’t you know he’s gay?” One of them admonishes me.
“He’s not gay, he’s Catholic.” My logic is undeniable, my naiveté fresh and unbroken
still.
“His business partner is also his boyfriend. They aren’t “out” because of how religious
Scott is.” She shakes her pretty blond ponytail at me. “Kendra, THEY GO ANTIQUE
SHOPPING TOGETHER. He’s gaaaayyyy.” She flips her long blond ponytail defiantly and
rolls her blue eyes at me.
Eventually, the crush wanes, but I still love Scott fiercely, romantic love replaced by the
bond of a skater and coach, a relationship built into trust. A few years later, in my senior year of
high school, I cry and skip skating for a week when I realize that my body wouldn’t let me skate
any longer, a lower back weakened by too many years of twisting and torqueing it at high
speeds. I finally show back up to the rink, but I had betrayed Scott by not reaching out, not
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telling him what the doctor had told me. Our last conversation is strained, with him eventually
walking away because I can’t control my emotions. I see him again on and off through the years
but lose track of the man who meant so much to me.

I’m less than a week away from turning nineteen and I’ve just been kicked out of my
parent’s house two days before I was going to move out over an appointment that I wasn’t even
aware that I had. Upset by the news that I was moving out, my mother throws a pillow at me, and
tells me to get out after the dentist office calls the house about a cleaning I don’t remember
scheduling. I call my friend Bobby, whose apartment I’m taking over with some friends, and ask
him if he can help me with some of my stuff. I leave the house with little pomp and
circumstance, although my mother will try to mend the damage she’s done to our relationship on
my birthday a few days later.
Having my own space finally allows me to flex my romantic muscles a little more. For
the last year and a half, I’ve been carrying a torch for Curt, a lanky bona fide redneck about three
years my senior with striking blue eyes and a visceral sense of humor. The relationship, mostly
friendship, has only just recently been allowed by Curt to maybe veer towards the romantic, after
a snowball fight in an Old Country Buffet parking lot that almost turns into a kiss. He second
guesses himself and shoves my face into the snow, but I’ll cling to that moment where I can see
myself so perfectly reflected in his eyes.
The path to this point is hard earned. I follow him lovesick for months and watch him
date another bagger. I transfer to the back of the store, and his new girlfriend follows me. I know
that they sleep together because she tells me it was awkward and laughs at how hard he falls for
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her. They break up because she decides that there are better options for her out there, and I rush
in to pick up the pieces.
People around work notice that we hang out, and they tease me about it. A manager
notices that I check his schedule and tells me I could do better. The world weighs in on how I
should exist, but after the grief of losing skating, I’m only looking for one kind of connection. I
know I’m pretty enough to not have as many problems as I seem to. I wait for those I love to
love me back with the same intensity that I carry into everything I do.
Curt tells me for over a year that he doesn’t want to damage our friendship. I pine for
him, turning down other men who tried to get my attention, hoping my dedication will win him
over. I am still a virgin, a fact he is aware of, and I know he’s slept with half the service
department, a fact I’m still too young to realize should be important to me. He dates several
young ladies in the store and bitches to me about the trials of his relationships. They all befriend
me, because deep down we all know that we are competing for the same man’s attention.
To cut the pain of being kicked out, Curt brings me a six pack of Mike’s Hard Lemonade,
and we sit on my newly constructed futon eating Chinese food. He spends part of the night on
the futon but leaves in the early morning. For my birthday, Curt kisses me and I tell him I’m
already on birth control, intent on seeing this relationship established at every possible level.
Within a week, we are stretched out in my bedroom with my roommates watching television a
room over. I lose my virginity with Johnny English playing in the background, and this is one of
the only times Curt is ever tender with me. For about a month, we are happy, but then Curt
decides the pasture must be greener elsewhere. We technically date for three months, but only
the first month was a relationship. He starts to avoid me, tells me he’s sad about ruining our
friendship. He gets a new phone number but doesn’t tell me. I find out through another coworker
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and call him on the new number that evening. He answers the phone with a sigh and he tells me
we should take a break. I’m alone again in this world, still trying to remember what it was to be
happy, missing the love that often came from skating.

Several months later, I’ve taken a new position in the store, hiring and training new
employees. I bury myself in work and start to skip classes at the community college. Desperate
to be successful at something, my job becomes my identity. I work with all the managers in the
store and catch the eye of a newer one on third shift. This time, it’s definitely not appropriate,
and I am very aware of it. Dean is thirty-two years old but looks older because he has early gray;
a full shock of it. He makes a point of sitting near me when I’m in my office, and makes passes,
but I’m not sure how I feel about it.
His wingman, another manager, has a conversation with me; methodic in his prodding.
They’ve heard through the grapevine that Dean is interested and want to know if I’m interested
too. There’s a part of me that relishes the attention, the way that it might make my recent ex feel,
but I am paranoid about the potential consequences. The age gap is significant considering I’m
not even twenty. But the wingman swears Dean has honest intentions, and I tell him that I’d be
open to a conversation at least.
The next day, I come into work, and Dean is in the computer room. He smiles at me and
says hi, his eyes sharp. I pinch my finger in a file cabinet and swear loudly, swinging my hand in
a very lady like fashion. He bolts up and catches my hand, kissing my fingertips. I am shocked
by his brazenness. He asks if we can hang out later after work. I agree, but I feel caught.
I forget the nature of the conversation, because I know there wasn’t much of one. I
remember the idea was to quell any concerns, but the only thing Dean was hoping to do was
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make out. We keep the relationship on the down low for a few weeks, but Dean liked bragging
about his young girlfriend, and I didn’t hate the idea of making Curt jealous. However, when we
became public, it all backfires. When I tell my mother about the relationship, she blows up,
responding to my description of Dean’s age with a loud NO. When Dean meets my father, my
father refuses to shake his hand. Curt tells me he’s disappointed in me and refuses to talk to me
from that point on.
I soon realize I was little more than a play toy to Dean, who liked vigorous horizontal
activities. I bore easily when I’m with him, and detest the way he talks down to me, which
happens a lot. I break up with him the same time my best friend breaks up with her boyfriend,
finding companionship in our loneliness together. He doesn’t take it well and goes out of his way
to make my life uncomfortable at work. When I point out his shitty behavior to his wingman, the
wingman tells me I’m the one who ended it and should have expected consequences. Shortly
after we break up, a female manager is asked to speak to me about my relationships at work. I
stop dating at work and start sleeping around with strangers.

Two solid years of opting for one-night stands lets me explore the world of sex without
commitments. A therapist tells me to not let a relationship define me. I remember that good ice
skaters don’t have boyfriends. I exist in this world, breaking down my naiveté stranger by
stranger. I learn to be ok with being alone, but it doesn’t change the fact that sometimes I cry
from the solitude of the night. When loneliness strikes, I find myself a temporary distraction for a
night. I learn the value of tight jeans and low-cut tops. I find a sense of myself that I didn’t know
before, a brazenness and candor that people appreciate, but the lifestyle had earned me another
title. Whore.
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I don’t like the way my coworkers talk about me. They talk about where I started, about
how sweet I used to be. Look at her now, they whisper. I care because I still don’t know that I
shouldn’t. I am adopted by a female coworker named Amber who tells me about how she still
messes around with one of her exes, Keith. She tells me they aren’t dating, but occasionally fool
around. I find a sisterhood with Amber, and I meet Keith at a party a mutual friend throws.
Amber tells me that Keith can’t stop staring at me, and she tells me about how he likes busty
girls. She asks me if I’d be game for a threesome, and I wisely inform her that with enough
liquor, I am could be game for just about anything.
It isn’t until after our fateful, very expectedly awkward threesome that I find out Keith is
a bank robber. He tells me when we hang out without Amber, sprawled out on his couch
watching old Batman movies. He’s handsome, age appropriate, very muscular and has kind eyes.
He tells me about the heist he and a fellow younger man pulled off in Rockford, and how his
parents figured it out and forced him to turn himself and the stolen cash in. He spent two years
and change in jail in Kentucky. When I meet him, he’s living with his parents, but working for
their construction company and trying hard to get out. Keith’s hard luck story tugs on my heart
strings, and he’s earnest in his attentions. He tells me that his relationship with Amber is very on
and off again, and I’m quick to shrug off the label of friend that I once so easily placed on her.
He’s ready to move on, and he tells me that she is in denial over the demise of their relationship.
He tells me the threesome was another attempt of hers to keep the relationship alive, and while I
have enough wisdom to know I am breaking some pretty important social rules, I really like
Keith. I agree to something a little more serious and committed moving forward.
Amber does not appreciate my decision, a choice that angers her to a catastrophic level.
She breaks into the apartment Keith just moved into while we were sleeping and stands over us
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with a butcher knife. She hides in the bathroom while I leave in the morning and calls me from
his cell phone while he walks me out to my car. In an event that ends up involving cops, Amber
turns the first two weeks of our relationship into living hell. While that should have been a
warning sign that maybe this relationship wasn’t worth the hassle, I didn’t pay heed to it. I
eventually get a restraining order placed on Amber, and Keith and I are together for another six
months, the longest I had ever been in a relationship. It became apparent though, as Keith and I
spent more and more time together, that the only thing we had in common was our love for sex,
and his needs were surpassing even my joy at such frequent events. Some possessive qualities
start to emerge, and I don’t bring him around my friends after I take him to one of my friend’s
shows, and he gets mad at me because I spent too much time talking to the guitarist, an old
friend, but male. Keith berates me the entire ride home from the show in front of my friends.
I start to struggle with Keith’s clingy tendencies, the independence earned from the years
previous feeling stifled. Keith doesn’t have any friends and relies on me for everything. Keith
loves to cook and had a job in a kitchen before he robbed a bank. When he finds out that there is
money on my father’s side of the family tree, pesters me nonstop to ask them for a loan so he can
start a restaurant. When I realize that I was a means to an end for Keith, it forces things to go
south quickly. I opt to end the relationship shortly after the six-month mark, because even the
cloying love of another held more comfort than existing in the world with no one.

I’m twenty-five now and I have been single by choice for about two years. Because of
how I’m labeled, and the way that worries me, I don’t date. This leaves my good friend Amy
deeply annoyed with me, because she wants to go on double dates with her boyfriend Nick. I
lament being alone but am very picky about the people I decide to be around. Nick has a friend
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in town, a young man named Cody who’s in the Army, and Amy bullies me into meeting him,
sick of watching me mope.
Cody is quiet but has intelligence in the palest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. He’s tall and a
very proud nerd. He’s very fair, almost albino, blond hair cut close to the skin in military style.
He’s muscular, but the thing that gets me is his laugh. He laughs with his whole body, and it’s
infectious. I can’t help but fall for the happy young man with clear blue eyes.
I relate to Cody because of his childhood, a father lost to cancer, a forced maturity
because there was no strong male figure in the house. He struggles with OCD, which works well
with his military lifestyle. While I’d like to say we took things slow, that would be a lie and a
deliberate break of my previous patterns. But we do take it somewhat slower, a choice that
makes the relationship seem more important. We hang out several times before caving to
physical impulses. He eventually has to return to his station in North Carolina, but he flies me
out to meet him a few times. When I’m with Cody, we have fun. We don’t fight, although there
are several bumps in the road with his temper, something I had never previously dealt with. We
survive his short deployment, and things are going well, if not even a little too slow for my
standards. The long-distance forces me to build a relationship on actual connection and interests.
The change is refreshing and makes me hopeful for the future. I morph into the girl that posts
sappy things on Facebook. I join military groups on social media. My friends tease me for losing
my hardened edge.
Cody has a very generous heart and donates some money to a family in their church when
he hears the oldest daughter had been molested. He is genuine in his intentions and I am more
than happy to give up time so he could spend time with the “adopted” family. At the ten-month
mark of our relationship, a new personal record, I sign into MySpace and click through his page.
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I click on the “adopted” daughter’s page, hoping to learn more about her, hoping to perhaps
friend her. Instead, I find out that she is currently in North Carolina, and Cody hasn’t called me
in two days, or mentioned her arrival.
I’d like to say my intentions were honest, and I didn’t suspect anything nefarious going
on. But the shock of it, of not being told, really bothers me. So, I did what most rational young
ladies would do in that situation. I lose my shit. I call Cody’s phone over twenty times that day,
annoyed and getting angrier when he refuses to answer. When he finally calls me back, I scream
into the phone. He acknowledges the missteps, but didn’t see a need to apologize, and after a
week of terse phone calls and avoided text messages, Cody and I break up, a mutual decision.
However, he calls me three months later, deployed and distraught, and I think we might get back
together. When he gets back home, he comes over, and we revisit some of the carnal pleasures
that we once found so moving between each other. I convince myself that this is a thing we can
get past, that I can morph back into the sappy girl, and we can have a cookie cutter family of our
own. Until Amy tells me later that there is another girl in the equation. The hatred builds up, and
I am reminded of past mistakes, of a title I didn’t earn this time. His name gets changed
permanently to Captain Douchebag America in my phone.

Two years later, I’m back in school, trying to get my life on track, and avoiding all
relationships, tired of the circus they all seem to inevitably hold. I’m at a different store, and am
firm in my choices, breaking hearts with little remorse. My bosses joke about my fan club, tell
me I’m cruel in my coldness. I’m learning to redefine loneliness as a comfort. I throw myself
into my job to forget about love, and I dance, a poor substitute for ice skating, but a way for me
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to move and express things that have been pent up for over eight years now. I am spinster, ready
and set for a life without the dramatics of love, content in the unconditional love of animals.
He sneaks into my life, comments made over six months, conversations started over
books and the tediousness of retail. He works his way in with a warm smile, intelligence and
integrity behind blue eyes that crinkle when he laughed. I never see him coming. A young
manager, who sees a girl at a bookstore chatting with a friend, and again at the job. A young man
who has also given up on the idea of love after several failed relationships, on the idea that two
hearts beating in tandem could make the world seem a little less dark from time to time.

56

January 8th, 2018

Squash
An extremely one-sided, usually short match. They generally feature star wrestlers against relatively
unknown jobbers, usually to help get a gimmick or storyline. An infamous example of this is the match
between Brock Lesnar and Goldberg at the 2016 Survivor Series which Goldberg won.

Chris and I are torn about a new storyline, as it involves one of our favorite mutual wrestlers and
one of our least favorite wrestlers. Bray Wyatt, a watered-down version of The Undertaker,
claims to control the powers of his long dead magical sister. I despise his gimmick, because it
means he doesn’t do much wrestling in the ring and relies on the “supernatural” tricks to
overwhelm his wrestlers.

Matt Hardy though, is one of a tag team formed by brothers, known as the Hardy Brothers.
However, Jeff is hurt, and the WWE chose Matt to turn supernatural as well, and it chafes us.
The Hardy Brothers were superstars in the Attitude Era and made a name for themselves with
theatrical and dangerous leaps off the ropes. Matt’s new character while his brother is away,
laughs maniacally and claims to have been woken and inhabited by an enemy of Bray’s. He
doesn’t flip. He laughs. Repetitively and maniacally. It feels like a wasted opportunity.

Tonight though, Matt Hardy is wrestling Curt Hawkins, a professional jobber. The match is a
squash, done in less than two minutes. Hardy’s character is strong and wipes the ring with Curt
Hawkins. The lights flicker, and Chris and I groan as Bray Wyatt enters the ring. It’s the first
time they are face to face as they’ve mostly been trading videos of themselves while one or the
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other wrestles. They spend the next four minutes laughing in each other’s face. Their storyline
continues. I tell Chris I miss Jeff, and he reiterates how much he hates Bray Wyatt.
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Rust

There is an absence of rust in this new world that I live in.

Rust is the state color of Michigan, in the same way that construction cones are the state flower.
The burnt orange leaves its residual fingertips all over the state, inhaling vehicles from the
bottom up. In Michigan, it’s more likely that cars don’t die because of mileage, but rather rust
overtakes them.

In Memphis, my neighbor was shot a few days ago.

A civilian employee in the Navy. A closeted partner who came out after his children were grown.
He was out late at night when he was car jacked and shot a few blocks away from the LGBTQ
nightclub down the road. My new family here in this forever hot Memphis city. My neighbors
are my family, the brick and mortar that surrounds me, the neighbors who watch my cats, or
tease me for feeding the strays.

I worry for him, for the broken ribs, the collapsed lung, the holes in his diaphragm. I worry for
the man who saw me differently when I told him I would never have children when there were so
many orphans in the world. He goes in and out of the hospital, and I don’t see him for two whole
weeks, but when I do, he’s drugged and dried blood spots and cakes parts of his right chest. He
lifts the shirt up, eyes hazed, to show me where the bullets entered.
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That night, I dream about blood in the street, and wake up wishing for the familiarity of my old
home; for the rust to rush up and devour me whole.
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August 28th, 2017 Memphis, TN

Angle
A fictional storyline. An angle usually begins when one wrestler attacks another (physically or verbally),
which results in revenge. An angle may be as small as a single match or a vendetta that lasts for years.

John Cena has a beef, and I’m ok with this.

John Cena, the All-American superstar of the WWE, has had similar success breaking out of the
wrestling industry as famous former superstars such as Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson and Hulk
Hogan. John Cena’s character is almost always favored to win in major matches, and for that
reason, his is a very divisive character. As famous Youtuber and actor Max Landis says, “He’s
basically Superman, and people hate him for the all the reasons that they hate Superman. He’s
bland, he wins all the time, he’s just a goody two shoes, the character never changes, he always
does the same thing, he shrugs off beat downs and smiles and laughs about it, he takes all the
stakes out of everything because he NEVER FUCKING LOSES.”

Cena is back in Memphis, and Memphis fans are a die-hard kind of community. Former
superstar Jerry “The King” Lawler is a Memphis native, and the Mid-South Coliseum was home
to Saturday morning wrestling. It is part of their blood, and because of that, they are a viscous
crowd. When Cena comes out, it is a divided audience. Most booing him, young fans cheering
him. They start the divided and expected chant. “Let’s Go Cena / Cena Sucks!” Chris and I join
in on both sides of the chant, which makes fans in our row laugh. Cena ends up in the center of
the ring with Kurt Angle, and talks about the upcoming pay-per-view match at No Mercy, where
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Cena and Roman Reigns will come to a head over a feud that has been brewing on social media
for over a year now, with the wrestlers taking stabs at each other on Twitter.

John Cena is down at the ring for the contract signing, but he’s got a few words for Roman
before the contract gets signed, and he’s working the crowd up in the process. “We’ve been
through a whole heck of a lot together, and you know me, and I know you, and you know I’ve
got zero F’s to give, and I’m the one dude there ain’t no protection from. And that is why I want
to fight Roman Reigns, because…I know….Roman Reigns don’t want to fight me.”

Cena is judicious in his signing of the contract while Angle claps in approval and prowls around
the ring, while we all wait for Reigns to make his way down to the ring.

When Roman Reigns music blares over the speakers, I scream my distaste for the wrestler. The
dislike is personal, an affront that I hold in front of me like a poorly wielded weapon. It is
cathartic. My husband laughs at my zealousness, and I don’t care.

When Roman finally makes it to the ring, he is drowned out with boos. “Let me get this right,”
Reigns starts to say, but the audience gets even louder with their disgust, and Cena panders to the
audience in an attempt to get them to let Reigns talk. “It’s all good Memphis, I’m just trying to
check my facts straight. So, I don’t want to fight you? That’s what’s in your head? You may not
understand this, because probably no one’s every told you this John, but…. you aren’t as big of a
deal as you think you are.”
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The crowd, who doesn’t appear to love either character very much, boos and laughs, a
combination leading to some mayhem as to who we should really be rooting for in this match.
But Reigns clears that all up. “And this is the fact, I don’t care what you’ve done, or what you
care to do. I’ve done something you’ll never do. I retired The Undertaker at Wrestlemania.”

The boos that echo in the auditorium ricochet from every possible corner. Roman’s claim to
fame was the retirement of one of the greatest performers in wrestling, and even though it
happened six months ago, the crowds still hate him. I still hate him. I don’t think I’ll ever not
hate him. He finishes the thought when there is a lull in the crowd’s volume. “So maybe it’s not
that I don’t want to fight you, maybe I just don’t need to.”

I boo with the crowd, a voice lost in thousands while the performers stand in the center of the
ring.
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Doomsday

It’s a wood box that he hands me, the brass hinge re-screwed in because there is a split in
the texture of the wood, the hinge now an inch too far to the right on the box. I hand it to Chris to
open, as my father sits down across from us, a big grin on his face, watching Chris open it up
while I sit on his right, shoulder to shoulder, and look over.
The older wood box is packed full. There is a case, which could be a jewelry case, but
opens up to reveal a large silver coin with a certificate of authenticity. There are two of these,
similar in style and shape, but with different images etched into their faces.
“That’s for the black market, to trade when everything crashes,” my father informs us, a
big grin on his face.
“Oh, you really went for it,” my mother sighs.
Chris struggles to open the next container, a canister long and thin. I recognize it as
something I’ve seen before, either on TV or in my father’s collection of sundry items. I take it
from him, and show him how the top screws off, revealing a water tight container underneath,
and tall thin matches inside.
“For when all the lights go out, and you need to keep yourself warm.” Chris laughs in
surprise, and marvels at the container itself. I thank him quietly, and reach for the next container,
an old Starbuck’s After Coffee Mint container. I open it and poor a lock and key into my hand.
“You use it to symbolically lock up the old life and move away from it.”
“Look at that babe, poetry!” Chris turns for my approval, and I encourage him to keep
going. He turns his attention back to the box. Next, Chris pulls out the miniature cracked crystal
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orb. It has a small plastic stand to keep it from rolling away. It’s fractured deep inside, a splinter
that is etched deeply in the orb, although the surface is smooth.
“So you can gaze into the future!” He can hardly contain his glee, the way he squirms in
the chair reminds me of a holiday ad where the child is eager to gift their parent a tool set. I settle
into the depths of the couch, as my husband reaches for the final item in the box. A knife, with a
distressed wood handle. It’s pretty, but it’s the tradition that unsettles me the most.
“Look babe, a knife!” Chris laughs, because three Christmases ago, I told my father to
stop giving my husband knives. I hold it in my hand, running a finger over the smooth oak like
wood, cracks of lighter colors marbling through. I shake the closed object at my father and
admonish him.
“I told you to stop with this. Thank you though, for the rest.”
“I just want you to be prepared for the end of the world.” He says it in such a way that I
really don’t know how serious he is. I don’t know if it matters.
He wanders out of the room, and my mother says something about talking to him. Chris
tries to pack the gift back up in the box but struggles with the bulk of the pieces. I take over,
putting each piece back the way it came, a collection of thoughts and good intentions, an arrow
sharpened but aimed into the blackness of night, unsure of where it should land.
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August 28th, 2017 Memphis, TN

Kayfabe
The presentation of professional wrestling as being entirely legitimate or real. Prior to the mid-1980s,
this was universally maintained across all wrestling territories and promotions.

John Cena and Roman Reigns are still in the center of the ring.

“You’re right, no no he’s right.” Cena tells us, booing so loudly against Reigns. “You don’t need
to fight me, you are the high exalted Roman Reigns. You are the Big Dog, everyone back there
knows it! Everyone out here….. “ John gestures to the audience, “still kinda trying to figure it
out.”

“You see Roman, I am what you would call a polarizing figure, every week there are people that
cheer because they stand for what I believe in, and then there are people who boo because they
don’t, and every single week you can audibly hear those people so desperately trying to wanting
to change the content of my character. Maybe a little heel turn.”

Chris turns to me while I stare at the ring. “Wait, he can’t say that?!” Identifying yourself as a
heel or a face is a direct breaking of kayfabe. I shake my head in mute protest, intent on the ring,
because Cena isn’t done.

“But with you, it’s different. I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this. They go back and forth
with you, because when they look at you, they see what I see. A cheap-ass, corporately created
John Cena bootleg!”
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“DAMN!” Chris yells out to Cena, while the audience around us starts chanting loudly “Yes,
Yes, Yes” and I stare at the ring in mild horror.

“This chump right here, he ain’t the guy. Dude, you just a guy, a guy trying so desperately to fill
shoes that you never will.” Cena squares off directly across from Reigns in the ring and looks
him dead in the eyes. “Listen carefully, young man, I am not The Undertaker. I’m not a battered
veteran at the end of his career, with a bad hip. I am the fastest, strongest, and hungriest I’ve ever
been in my entire life. And the reason you won’t sign that, is cuz you know…. if you do…. your
Roman Empire ….” Cena insinuates that Roman’s minimal fan base will disappear with his
traditional “U Can’t C Me” hand sign, a hand waved in front of his eyes.

“Wow, this is nuts!” Chris is shocked at the blatant breaking of kayfabe in the ring. I’m still
trying to absorb it, wondering if it is signaling a shift in the wrestling world, and am getting
mildly annoyed with both Cena and my husband.

Reigns finally starts to respond to Cena, who has been very clearly running this gambit much
longer then him. His voice is not as confident, or passionate. He hasn’t fully adjusted to the role
he is supposed to be filling. “He did it again. He’s the king of this. He can take anything and spin
it, that’s what he does. But it blows my mind, that he stands out here, and he runs his mouth, and
he’s talking about; y’all boo him, because y’all want him to be a bad guy? They boo you,
because….. first of all, ya suck.”
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The people around us cheer loudly, but Cena won’t be outperformed. He grabs Kurt Angle and
affectionately taps him on the back. “Hey, according to them, he sucks too, but that’s ok, he won
a gold medal.”

Roman snaps back. “Just shut up for a while, how about that. And second of all…..” His face
struggles, and you can see on the big monitor that he’s struggling to come up with what to say
next. He’s shooting now, maybe veering off script. His inexperience is showing, and Cena
pounces.

“Go ahead. Find it. Go ahead.” Pause for effect. “I’ll wait.” A much longer pause, and now it
almost looks like Cena is getting annoyed. “It’s called a promo Reigns, if you wanna be the big
dog, you gonna have to learn how to do it.”

Roman sputters in maybe real rage at the failure to accomplish his job, while the crowd eats it all
up. They are all mostly Team Cena now, as Cena screams into the microphone “SEE YA
FOURTH WALL.” I sink further into my chair as Chris texts his friend back in Michigan to talk
about this moment that we both just saw live.

I went to my first live wrestling match to get lost in the story and was there when Cena broke
kayfabe on national television, making it impossible to pretend to be in another world.
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Kinky Fuckery

These are my favorite boots. They are black leather, mid-calf boots with the sexy buckle
and ridiculous heel, and they are agony to wear. But I don’t care. They were bought special for
me, and I cannot wait to put them on. I cannot wait to wear these boots and am hopeful for the
potential future they offer to me.

It’s a cold February day in 2015 and I’ve just been informed I am driving us to our
location tonight. I’m encouraged to change into the clothing I’ve brought with me, and I wander
upstairs to the room I’ve been loaned for the night. The hallways are marked with superheroes,
specifically She-Hulk and The Punisher. The irony of the decor is not lost on me.
I pull out the black dress that is two sizes too small, and the lace tights that were an
impromptu purchase. I worry that the dress is too opaque, or maybe it clings too much to the
sides of my body, but I love the feel of the tights, which lie like lace on the skin. I stand up and
gaze at the mirror, covered in black. I feel a little trashy, not in a red lipped cougar way, but in a
hey-look-I-have-tits kind of way. I don’t necessarily like my reflection, but I’ve already resigned
myself to this outfit for the evening since it was the only one I brought with me.
I pull on black pleather boots I found on a clearance rack and am grateful that they are
lined with fur. My friends are smokers, and I think I will be thankful for the warmth later on. I
look at myself one more time in the mirror and brace myself for the reveal downstairs.
“Holy shit.” Domme hasn’t seen me in a dress since my wedding, and if I have any say,
won’t see it again anytime soon. She is currently in the process of latching herself into a steel
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corset, a process that involves a lot of heaving and bending in ways that push her bust to the very
limits of the corset.
“Looking good,” Switch says, lacing up his industrial black leather boots. I fidget,
because this I haven’t worn this little in years, and Domme and I talk about the mechanics of
shopping for shoes and clothing with proportions such as mine. I mutter something about the vast
amount of skin I’m showing, and Switch says, almost as an aside, that I’ll be one of the most
conservatively dressed people there. I’m worried now that I’ll stand out for all the wrong
reasons.

I am vanilla. Ish. I might be closer to something like Neapolitan. I have chunky
Strawberry bits derived from previous relationships, and the chocolate part of me is curious
about things I’ll probably never try. I’m curious about the world. I’ve always been curious about
it. I want to know what it’s about, because I know that I don’t know enough. I know there can be
pain, and that for some people, the pain is as intense as the pleasure one derives from it.
I’ve had enough pain in my life to know I’m not that person. I’m just curious about all
the other angles that intersect with this way of life. The only exposure I’ve gotten to this culture
is through literature, movies or porn, and each has its own way of showing this world. I wanted
an unfiltered view.

I’ve promised my husband I won’t drink tonight so I am currently the driver for the
evening. The promise was made for his sake, not for my own. I know he worries the way I
worry, that one day we won’t be enough for each other. But I’m happy to make the promise, as
he is happy to allow me to explore this very new thing with a dear friend. After a debate for five
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minutes on which cases to not bring, I am helping Domme and Switch load all the cases. We pile
into the car, and I drive through the rickety roads, thankful for the fact that snow is currently
filling in so many of the potholes. A zig and a zag and we are at our location, a mere ten minutes
from their home. I go to unload the vehicle, but I’m grabbed and pulled to the entrance where we
huddle for warmth so they can smoke. There is apparently a process to all of this, I hate not
knowing.
The building is old, some sort of American Legion or one of its distant cousins. We
wander in eventually, stamping toes and airing coats in a manner that we hope accelerates the
warming up process. I follow Domme meekly across the room, and we set up shop at a table
close to a stage. The room is vast, like a place you would use for a wedding reception. There is
equipment being set up all over the hall, and I can’t help but get nervous as I realize I have
maybe bitten off more than I cared for. I hover by the tables, hoping to gain back some of my
usual bravery, pluck or even sass, but they’ve all deserted me for the moment. They apparently
are only around when I’m fully clothed.
“Let’s go get the food!” Domme is excited for this damn steak that the place serves, and I
am mostly carnivorous and definitely looking for something on the normal side, so I agree. I
follow her through a twisted hallway to a very full bar, we line up at the table and I order mine
rare. More lines, plates of food, Domme and I managed a really impressive juggling act as we
gather food for all three of us. I invest myself in the process of being useful, because I don’t
know how to function. We wander back through and I get introduced to some of the other
members of Domme’s kink family. It’s a little wearing, and I’m already committed to the fact
that I won’t remember names, but these people are very friendly. One of the gentleman setting up
equipment with Switch is a lanky fellow called Mr. Fox, a very spritely gentleman, who started
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teasing me two minutes into the conversation. He gives me three names, and I forget all but one,
which time will tell me later is the wrong one. We sit and wait for Switch, who is setting up
equipment, and in that quiet moment, I look at Domme, and realized I had better start asking
questions or I am going to be lost all night long.

I was only given two rules of guidance for what to wear. Black and boots. Elated, since I
have been looking for a reason to buy a pair of tall black boots. Now, under the pretense of
research, my husband won’t tell me no, so I hit the mall.
I tried every shoe store in the mall. If they didn’t have my size, the biggest issue, it was
more likely that I couldn’t get the boot zipped up. As I arrived and then promptly left so many
stores, my stomach sank further and further. This was the one thing I really wanted.
Hope was revived when I got to Macy’s but only briefly. I managed to zip one boot up,
but when I reached for the other one, it wouldn’t give me the same stretch as its mate. I sat in the
shoe department stretching that boot for ten minutes trying to get it zipped up my calf, but time
was working against me, and this time, the leather shell won.
I retreated to PayLess, where I found an ill-fitting pair of calf boots with fur in them.
They were on clearance, so I bought the boots and resigned myself to having to special order
something later on. I couldn’t help but feel like I was missing a part of the magical formula. I
can’t help but think about Cinderella, and how the shoes made the damn outfit.

“How did you know you were a dominant?” I peer at Domme over my pop, and she
responds fairly eagerly. I guess I’m not surprised that Domme is who she is. I’ve known her for
over ten years at this point. We met through a mutual friend, realized we both didn’t actually like
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the mutual friend, and our own friendship developed over our love for books. I’ve never known
her to back down from anything, so her being a dominant does not surprise me.
“I didn’t. I started as a submissive for Switch. That is a fun story actually, you should get
Switch to tell you about it.”
“Oh, ok.” I have less of a relationship with Switch, as he is only in my life because of
Domme. It would not be a lie to say I am nervous around him, although I haven’t quite put the
finger on why.
“Anyway, I thought it worked for me, but it didn’t. I am much happier being a
dominant.” She pauses picking at her salad and looks at me over a tuft of iceberg lettuce. “Do
you have any idea what you think you might be?”
“No. Not a fucking clue.” People are swarming all around us, and Switch is heading
towards the table after making rounds on the equipment.
“That’s normal. A lot of times you won’t know. You have to try it.”
“What’s up ladies?” Switch plops into the chair next to Domme and starts tearing into his
steak. As if on cue, we all start tearing into our meat. It’s a relief to find some relief in company,
and I’m working my way back to normal.
“We are playing twenty questions.” Domme fills in. “I told Kendra to ask you something
in particular.” She retreats to her steak, and suddenly I am in his line of sight.
“That’s cool. What are you supposed to ask me?”
“Ummm….. I was won-wondering about how Domme knew she was a dominant?” I am
more annoyed with myself that I can’t seem to stop stumbling over my words, but he doesn’t
seem to notice.
“Oh, I knew right away. I could tell when we would play that she wasn’t.”
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“But I wanted someone to be in control after Mr. Domme died. I didn’t want to have to
be the person making the decisions, I wanted someone to take care of me,” Domme adds.
“And even though people kept telling her that they didn’t think she was a submissive, she
kept doing it. I told her, I’d keep her, because I cared about her, but I agreed. I told her they were
right.”
“They were right. I’m going to go say hi to Mr. X.” and with that Domme leaves me at
the table, and I’m alone with Switch. He looks up at me expectantly.
“Any other questions?”

My husband is 100% vanilla. The only reason I get to pursue this project is because he a)
loves me b) thinks it is mildly hilarious c) he trusts me and d) he doesn’t mind the new outfits.
I’ve never been timid about writing about personal items in my stories, but this one caused a
conversation.
“What can I share that you won’t kill me for?” I’m nonchalant in the asking, but I’m a
little nervous for his answer.
“Do you have to? I mean, is it really that important?”
“I think I do. I mean, I’m not trying to do a paint by number here, maybe something that
looks closer to a blurry watercolor.”
I am a happily married woman. Bedtime activities for us are not as adventurous as I
might like them, but my husband just does fine by me. Every now and then I can trick him into
doing something a little riskier, but those events are few and far between.
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In this journey I am alone, and it would be a lie to say I’m not a little bit sad about it. Not
because it isn’t something he’s interested in, but that I have to learn about it on my own. I really
would prefer a companion.

“What is a switch?” I justify not looking at Switch because the salad refuses to stay on
my fork.
“A switch is someone who can perform both roles, usually with two different people. I’m
a switch with Domme. I play submissive for her, and I play dominant for others, like Subby.” He
points at a beautiful middle-aged woman who is shambling in our direction, and consequently
plops down at the table. Subby has a dreamy feel to her, curly hair flowing down around her
face. I like her almost immediately. With the addition of the new tablemate our conversation gets
off track, and I take the opportunity to get a better look at my current surroundings.
The room is well lit to start, and filled with a variety of equipment, all painted black and
with a number in the middle of it. Most of it is tall, so I assume that you stand for most of it. One
of the items is a black exercise bench with a cross nailed to the head of it. But the object most
prominent around the room are giant wooden crosses.
The St. Alphonsus cross is an X shaped contraption that leans towards its base at a slight
angle. If I were facing it, I’d be leaning forward into the wood a little bit. I sit in silence in the
growing buzz around me, because I want to remember this. My thoughts are interrupted by
Domme, who has wandered back into our collection.
“I want a cigarette.” I follow her out into the winter world again, and stare in jealousy at
the nicotine she is able to inhale. She sees me looking and offers me a puff.
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“Can’t. Rather shouldn’t. Thumper.” I tap the pacemaker under the skin of my left
clavicle and she nods in understanding. Suddenly an urge overwhelms me, standing in this midst
of smoke and black clothing. “On second thought, maybe just one puff.”
The cigarette is passed like the baton in a race, and I inhale like I’m still twenty-one.
Before the restrictions of medical history were put on me. I breathe out, and a calm enters my
body. The sun sets outside, and we work on heading in.

Switch is a leather man and is known for his knife play. Later on in the evening, he starts
asking me questions about my cheap pleather boots, and I relay the distress of having to shop for
abnormally petite sized feet. He starts showing me his boot collection and talks about the process
of finding each boot. I’m told that my size is made by Doc Martens, and it’s something he can
keep an eye out for.
“He takes a lot of pride in them.” Domme fills in. There is a lot of love and attention
between the two of them, and it makes my heart happy to see her find love again, especially after
becoming a widow at such a young age. She had taken the loss of her husband hard, especially
because it was an unexpected death. The Domme I remember at the funeral was a ghost
compared to the one in front of me currently.
“It’s hard though. Sometimes, I wish people didn’t know.” Switch gazes at the boots in a
wistful manner. “People expect the best out of me, they always want my opinion. It’s exhausting,
and sometimes I wish I could just fly under the radar. Sometimes I could just put on a pair of
boots and not worry about what other people think of them.”
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“Will you show me the equipment?” I ask Switch timidly when I come back inside from
my cigarette with Domme, hoping I am not interrupting his conversation with Subby. He
bounces up, smile on his face.
“Let’s go.”
We tour the room, a vast open space with items placed in a very practical circle around it.
I find out that the weight lifting seat with the cross at the head is a variation of a spanking table.
Other spanking tables also litter the room. The look like pommel horses with handles on the side
so that the person receiving the spanking has something to grab onto. There are about 6 St.
Alphonsus crosses in different spaces of the room. There is a stage that has a giant hollow cube,
and I’m informed that is used for rope play, where the participant is tied up with the special
knotting needed for such fun times and is suspended off the ground in a variety of positions.
There is a specialist who will be here tonight, and Switch tells me I should definitely check that
out. He’s quick to remind me too that checking it out doesn’t necessarily mean participating, but
just watching. I ask about the number on the equipment, the same number repeated on all, and he
tells me it’s like a signature of that artist. I marvel at the pride within the community but move
on to something more mundane.
“Why are there chairs next to the equipment?” The chairs are simple, and there are Lysol
wipes containers next to each one as well.
“Well, when you get done playing, it’s there for you to catch your breath.” I’m confused,
I didn’t realize playing was like running a marathon. “The biggest thing is to make sure you stay
out of the path of the toys that people use.”
“Umm, ok.” My imagination is running away on me. Switch sees this on my face.
“Don’t worry, Domme and I will keep an eye on you.”
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I get a message two weeks later asking about my shoe size. I get sent a picture,
technology allows us all to be fast friends and I’m in love. Boots. Pretty black leather boots.
Sexy black leather boots.
“Do you like them?”
“Oh my god, please tell Switch thank you.”
“He’s right here, you can thank him yourself.” The phone gets passed and the
awkwardness starts again.
“Umm…. thanks so much for the boots. I can’t believe you found a pair in my tiny- eruh- feet size thingy.” Seriously, I don’t understand why I can’t talk to this guy. I was hoping I
was past this awkward stage.
“It’s no big deal, I had the time to look. But here’s Domme.” The phone gets handed back
and all I can imagine now is his disgust with my inability to articulate myself. I wonder if it’s
attached to the fact I know so much more about him then he knows about me. I wonder if it’s
because I think he sees the world the same way I do.

Switch brings me back to the table after touring the area and I thank him. Dinner has
concluded, and the lights are dimmed in the hall. Suddenly, people are naked. There is no other
way to explain it. Not full Monty-naked, but I see nipples under gauzy gowns and suddenly
Switch is wearing nothing but a patent leather thong and some wicked boots. He shoves a knife
into the top of his boots, winks at Domme, and wanders around the hall which is slowly getting
filled with grunts of pain and the whistle of leather cutting through the air. The lack of lights
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allows these personas to emerge, and I can’t help but be mesmerized. I worry that I’m staring in
a creepy way. I’m worried that I’m a creep.
Domme is tightening her corset, and I marvel at its beauty. When I’m home, I will look
for similar apparel and find it to cost about four times more than I’m willing to spend on an
object like that. Subby appears wearing a gauze nightie, and there is a lovely gentleman with Mr.
Fox who is wearing red shorts so tight and so short that a high school cheerleader would be
jealous. And even though I am surrounded by people in underwear, it’s still comfortable. Safety
in numbers but I’m grateful I’m a little on the conservative side tonight.
There isn’t sex. This location is for play only. It is a public place, and the rules still apply.
Within the confines of the room, these people can dress and act how they want with minor
restrictions. Men and women have to wear bottoms of some type, with their packages covered,
and I see woman putting tape over their nipples. When playing, no one is allowed to be
bottomless either, or be seen playing close to the panty line. It toes a line that isn’t allowed. I’m
told that the dungeon master, a dedicated couple of the group, monitors the play and makes sure
everyone adheres to the rules.
I’m taken to a table to pay and sign the legal paperwork, and while there Switch pops
back up. They want to smoke, but I hear the crack of a whip, and my head is up again.
“Ahh, a good old whip fight.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
Switch laughs at me, and I get dragged to the center of the room. To my dismay, it’s not a
whip fight, just someone learning to throw a whip, but I am impressed anyway. I want to try it.
Domme turns to me after a few minutes, a little bored. She is watching for my benefit, so I offer
an olive branch. “Cigarette?”
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I drag on the cigarette, apparently an American Spirit, and ask more questions about the
whos whats and whys of this world I’m currently visiting. We are in a rundown neighborhood,
and cars squeal tires in the distance as we share this bad habit between us. Mr. Fox shows up and
drops a suitcase at our feet as he unloads his car, a task we shall do shortly.
“What’s that?” Domme toes the case.
“Stapler gun.”
“EEgghh, no fucking way.” Domme inches closer to me and I stand between her and the
offending suitcase.
“What’s so bad about staples that is worse than say, caning?” I ask, referring to Domme’s
favorite punishment method for Switch.
“I don’t need shit stuck into my skin.”
“Ok, check, no staples.” I turn to Mr. Fox. “Does it hurt?”
“A little, but it’s like tiny pinpricks. There are special staples for this kind of thing.”
I puff on the cigarette as Switch appears and admonishes Domme for being a bad
influence. She simply rolls her eyes at him and tells him he clearly doesn’t know me. His eyes
shift in my direction and I shuffle under his scrutiny. He tells us he’s going to go play with
Subby.
“Can I watch? Is that weird to ask?”
“No, that’s how most people are their first time. I’d love for you to come watch.”
“I’ll bring her over when we are done with this cigarette.” They kiss, and Switch parades
his patent leather clad butt back into the warmth of the hall.
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We follow shortly, they’ve chosen a cross in the corner. Subby stands up against the
cross, but she’s not restrained. There is a joy in Switch as he arranges his different floggers
around him, making sure each of them is accessible to him within a moment if the need calls.
When he first starts to play with Subby, it’s with something that resembles a feather duster more
than a flogger. Domme answers my unasked question.
“If he warms the skin up, he can do a lot more with her a lot longer.” She starts pointing
out the differences in the flogger but I’m mesmerized by Switch and his flogging technique.
The floggers fall across the skin and sound unique each time they touch the skin. There is a
gentle rock to his gait, and the leather falls a little bit harder each time. Subby squirms on
occasion, but for the most part, she handles the flogging well. Its intent is not to hurt at this point.
I’m watching him dance around this cross, and it feels like poetry to me. He pulls out a knife and
flicks it in Subby’s ear. I can see the full body shudder that occurs, and the next thing I know he
is cutting her tights.
“He loves that, that’s his thing. I’d never let him do that because I use garter belts.”
Domme has seen this a million times, it’s not as magical to her, but I’m thankful for her patience.
I have this epiphany in the process of watching Subby and Switch play. The partnership
between them is strong, and I see something that is more than just one person beating on another.
Switch knows Subby well, and pushes her, his strokes of the flog a rising crescendo of violence
and tolerance. Switch turns up the heat on Subby and smacks her with an intensity that makes her
take her dear lords name in vain along with a few more profanities. He throws his head back
laughing, and I realize, I really want to try it.
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The conversation I had with my husband before I left involved two rules. I wasn’t
allowed to drink and I wasn’t allowed to participate. There was a mild argument over the no
drinking rule, but he was fairly adamant about it. I was ok with the not participating rule because
I didn’t know what to expect out of the evening. I’m not into blind commitments.
There were no cell phones allowed in the building because of the ability to take pictures.
So if I wanted to make a phone call I would have to go outside and get a little space from the
building. Once Switch and Subby are done, I grab my phone and immediately part ways from the
group to renegotiate the evening with my husband. I informed Domme of my intentions, but I
hear Switch’s voice raise in concern as I walk away. The phone rings, and it finds my husband
enjoying a quiet evening at home with a few beers.
“I want to try it. It’s not what we thought, it’s so not what we thought it was.”
“Oh. Ok. What would you do?”
“I don’t know, Domme said there is some stuff she can do that wouldn’t mark or hurt that
much. I think, I mean, it’s hard to explain, but right now I feel like I’m just not going to
understand unless I participate. I wish I could explain it all better. But it feels important to me to
try it.”
“Oh, ok. I’m good with that as long as it’s with Domme.” He doesn’t hold this back, he is
genuine in his blessing, and for that I am thankful. I hang up the phone after saying good night
to him and wander back up the ramp to the shivering mass of smoke.
“Are you ok?” Switch demands as I wiggle into the circle of warmth next to Domme.
“I told you, she’s fine. She just wanted to call her husband.” Domme rolls her eyes at him
and puffs angrily on her American Spirit. Her words still don’t seem to be what he is waiting for,
so I reconfirm what Domme said and that I was perfectly fine. I promise to tell him if anything is
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wrong. We go back in, and since the evening has changed its trajectory a little bit, I wander over
to the bar to get a little liquid courage. The next hour passes as my friends mingle with friends
and their smoke breaks and I watch the people around me, excited to participate in this new
world.

There isn’t a conversation about sex that isn’t immediately awkward. It’s just a
consequence of the subject matter and one you have to be able to move beyond in order to have
healthy conversation. This was advice given to me recently by Switch when talking about
navigating around this new-found interest with my husband. My first foray into this world of
kink was no different. I bought a pair of fuzzy handcuffs as a joke and my boyfriend at the time
thought we should take advantage of them. He put them on too tight and I spent a good portion
of a month with no feeling in my little finger because of nerve damage. I didn’t pull anything
significant out of this experiment other than I wasn’t a fan of handcuffs.
But the first foray led into more interest, and each boyfriend after that added another step
in my journey. A few years before I met my husband, there was a gentleman that I dated that was
really into role playing. I have since retired the school girl outfit that he favored, but there was
reinforcement that I was not the only one interested in this other side of things.
When I met my husband, it did not take long for me to realize that he was not wired the
same as me, and that was ok. I wrote off my earlier experiences as my wild years and settled
down with a man that loved me unconditionally. It seemed like a fair trade at the time, and one
that if faced with again, I would choose the same way.
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“We are going outside,” Domme grabs Switch to negotiate what is going to transpire
between the two of them, and I am alone at the table with Subby and Domme’s brother, Jimbo
who appeared somewhere during the course of the night. Since he is the person I know the best
now, our conversation switches paths to past memories, but he is eager to turn the conversation
in a different direction.
“Why are you here?” Jimbo looks at me, his top hat too big for his head and constantly
pitching forward.
“Well, because I wanted to get a better idea of what it’s all about.”
“Ok, ok. I never really pictured you as kinky.”
I paused and looked at him over my vodka cranberry, wheels spinning. “Isn’t that the
point?” I point at the fifty some-odd people milling around, each content in their own world at
that moment in time. “I doubt any of them look kinky outside of this room.”
“Touché. But I th-“ Jimbo is interrupted by the sudden appearance of Switch at my
elbow. His demeanor has changed, and I am very aware that something is wrong.
“Everyone good here?” Switch asks, and there is an affirmative grunt around the table,
but I’m already looking for Domme. I don’t see her and I look at Switch who tells me stay put
because he has to take care of something. He walks over to the bar with purpose, and the door
opens and ten police officers walk in with a canine unit.

The first time I watched Fifty Shades of Grey, it was in a theatre jam-packed with
housewives and college girls. I went under the guise of research, but it is not a lie that I hoped
the movie would be better than the books. The amount of estrogen in the theatre had me
squirming in my seats along with the rest of the audience, but when I left the theatre, I felt
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chagrined. I walked out behind a gaggle of girls who giggled about what they were going to
make their boyfriends do to them when they got home. One of them suggested a trip to Hot
Topic where they could all purchase their very own beginner bondage sets. This was met with
enthusiasm, and I watched them sprint away.
The second time I watched Fifty Shades of Grey, it was with Subby, Domme, Switch,
Jimbo and his wife. It felt like a completely different movie. We went to the first showing at
10:30 am on a Sunday morning, where the only other company in the theatre was an older couple
and a couple of single watchers dispersed randomly throughout the theatre. Subby sat next to me,
and squirmed in her chair the entire time, bottom still raw from the playtime she and Switch had
the night before. They laughed throughout the entire movie. When they first introduce the
dungeon the main character owns, there were many cracks about Lover’s Lane and other
nationally recognized sex paraphernalia. They lost it at the climatic line of dialogue “I’m fifty
shades of fucked up,” and turned to me in disbelief, hoping this was really not in the books. They
mocked the dialogue and the relationship between the two characters, scoffed at the fact that they
were going on a romantic helicopter ride, and started physically screaming at the movie screen
when the love interest asks to be punished, to see the worst he can do, and all that the dominant
Christian Grey does is swing a belt.
“Are you freaking kidding me?!?” Subby was particularly irate. “I mean, the cane was
right next to it, and that didn’t even look like a hard cane, it looked like some willow thing. I’ve
had worse done to me during a first playtime.”
“Screw the cane, did you see that flogger?” Domme piped in. The inventory for the
scene hadn’t been accurate and they were not missing anything.
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“Never mind that, if he was doing his job right, he wouldn’t have to stalk her in order to
find out she was drunk,” Switch was particularly upset at the portrayal of the dominant
submissive relationship in the film. “Although the contract scene was very interesting, I’ve never
seen anything that detailed before.” He looks at Domme, “Might be something worth looking
into.”

The cops are stopped at the door and talking to the gentleman who runs the shindig. They
walk through the club, amidst the dark and grunting bodies. One of them catches a glance of Mr.
Fox’s companion in the tight red leather shorts and does a double take. It’s not missed, the
companion winks at the cop while he is getting spanked.
The room gets a little quieter while the cops run through the room. They come back not
even fifteen seconds later and walk out the door. Switch leaves the bar and heads outside to
Domme, who I still haven’t seen, and I turn frantically to Jimbo who is still calm as if nothing
had happened.
“Why were they here? What do we do now?” I know he can’t answer my questions, but I
am in a strange place doing strange things with strange people, and I am in full on panic mode
now.
“Wait for Domme and Switch, I’m sure they will know what to do.” As if on cue, they
both appear, both looking a little less joyful than before. A lot of talk happens around me before
it is broken down so I can understand the context. Someone who was kicked out of the
community for being abusive and disregarding the rules retaliated by calling the cops and
informing them that a rape was happening at the event. The cops showed up in force because of
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the nature of the call, but once they ascertained what was going on, they were more than happy
to leave.
“It’s not the first time, and it probably won’t be the last.” Switch says, pulling on his
pants again. I realize suddenly that everyone is converting back to their everyday attire and
panick internally because that means I wasn’t going to be able to do anything tonight. I try not to
broadcast my disappointment. I can see the room change its dynamic in front of me. Switch is
the most upset, because he and Domme didn’t get to play either, and Domme is wrapped up in
trying to take care of him. My problems are so minor in this situation, so I help pack us up and
get us back to the house, where I promptly turn into a pumpkin. I drive home the next day but am
committed to going again.

It’s exactly a month later, and I am ready. I am sitting at the foot of the stairs in my new
black lace dress that shows skin in all the right ways. The cut of this dress makes me look like
Elvira, and I’m ok with that. I’ll still be one of the more conservative people in the room, but the
choice is deliberate. Switch has helped me get on my boots and it doesn’t even matter that I’ve
been in them five minutes and my feet already hurt, I’ve resolved to not take them off for the
duration of the night. I’m helping pack stuff up to go tonight, but I’m told to hang on, because
they have one more thing they want to give me.
Domme pulls out a leather corset that they ordered but didn’t fit her. She offers to tie me
into it, and it is a perfect fit. Domme and Switch admire their handiwork and when I offer to pay
for the corset, I’m told that this is a rule of the community. That a gift of leather is a sign of
acceptance. So yes, I should just take it, and yes, I look awesome in it. They leave me to go load
up the car and I have a moment in the mirror to really look at my reflection.
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At five foot and 150 lbs., this is something I would never wear out in public. The
reflection looking back at me is confident and I am reminded of wilder days. I grab my sweater
to pull over my dress and corset and walk to the door to join my friend, to be normal until we
arrive, and I can join the other people in the room. I love the girl I see in the reflection, and there
is no shame in that. The lock of the door clicks defiantly behind me, and we wander through the
Michigan snow to the car.
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Bump
To fall on the mat or ground. A flat back bump is a bump in which a wrestler lands solidly on their back
with high impact, spread over as much surface as possible.

One of the biggest stars on the current WWE roster is the Monster Among Men, Braun
Strowman. Strowman, a seven-foot giant with over three hundred pounds of muscle on him,
throws wrestlers across the ring as if they were nothing, a feat that gets instant groans from the
audience.

The Miz and his cronies are back at it, beating up members of rival wrestling group, The Shield,
at the end of the broadcast. When the television show is done, the wrestlers get to have some fun.
Strowman storms out of the back, charging the ring that Miz and his lackeys are dominating. He
proceeds to catch them all and flip them all over the ring. Bo Jackson takes a bump after being
thrown across the length of the ring, and the sound echoes through the Forum as the audience
around us cheers.

“That’s just fucking insane,” Chris laughs at the brute strength of the man, while Strowman
continues to dish out punishment. He performs several belly to belly body slams, repeating the
maneuver each time the crowd chants “One More Time.” He finishes the show up, chasing Miz
back into the backstage area, and giving fans high fives along the way.

89

Sisterly Love

I don’t know if my brother knew he was going for first blood when he smacked me across the
mouth with a pipe, but that first blow was a solid hit. We were five and three respectfully,
fighting over what to make with giant connectable pipes, and I still don’t know why I was on the
front porch. The tubes were likely my brother’s toy, but I wanted to make something. I might
have provoked him, but he had always shared my father’s temper. He likely got sick of me
bossing him around, yanked a plastic pipe out of my hand, and swung it like he was hoping to hit
a homerun. He connected solidly with my mouth, and the scream that I let loose brought my
mother from the other side of the house fast. She found me bent over, hand to my mouth, my two
front teeth in my hand.
I remember that my father laughed. I remember the joyful glee on my brother’s face of
having finally triumphed over his bossy sister, and how quickly that look dissipated when my
mother swung open that front porch door. Retribution occurred in the form of a spanking, and the
pipes being put away for a few weeks, but it was minor compared to the bloody damage in my
mouth. The two teeth were baby teeth, but they were knocked out too early. For nearly a year, I
didn’t have front teeth, and developed a lisp that is still with me, an inability to pronounce soft
“th” noises, a constant reminder of the violence that exists between us.

Travis always had a certain pensive look about him, a dedicated day dreamer. The way
his hair curled and fell around his head gave him a charm that should have stayed with him for
his whole life. His eyes held the same ambiguity as my own, falling somewhere in the gray and
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blue ranges. Shorter like me, we always were the smallest ones in the room, but we found
different ways to fill the space.
We were happy children. The ones the grandparents bragged about. The quiet, well
behaved babies. Aunts and uncles rolled their eyes at the holiday dinner table when grandpa
would tell other children to behave like us. Watch how we ate everything on our plate. Listen to
how quietly we played. Didn’t even know that there were children in the house, we were so good
at staying out of the way.

Travis always struggled to fit in. We both did, but he had it worse when he was younger.
But where I learned to melt into my surroundings, Travis lashed out. He was shy, something that
didn’t jibe with some of the kids in the neighborhood. One day, we had just finished watching
Mighty Ducks. My mother kicked us out of the house when the movie was over, sick of us
stagnant in front of the television, and we took to our bikes, and rolled down with speed the
steep, cement driveway.
As he came around the corner, still overflowing with enthusiasm from the movie, Travis
yelled Mighty Ducks, and pedaled fast and far ahead of me. A group of kids from school found
him, overheard him, and started to chase him. Because he had gotten a head start down the hill,
he was too far ahead of me when I realized he was getting chased. I pedaled as hard as I could,
trying to catch up to him, but he was cornered in an awning of our school. His bike was dropped,
abandoned in his attempt to escape, and I saw four boys crowded around my brother, giants to
his minimal stature. I saw the one kid’s arm swing as I screamed for them to stop, and I saw it
connect, fist to the corner of my brother’s eye. I saw Travis drop to the ground, soul escaping in
a moment of blinding pain.
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The scream of rage that came out of my mouth at that point was enough to scare four
boys as old and older than me, to run back to their bikes and pedal as if the actual devil was
behind them. They were high on adrenaline and brayed their success into the wind. I was still too
far away to see them, to recognize all of them, but I remembered one, the way he turned to stare
back at me, pedaling as fast as he could down the closest street.
I finally got to Travis as he was trying to pick himself up, crying. He was inconsolable,
the words I said of no comfort to him. He walked back to the house, leaving his bike behind him,
crying. Our house, only a block away from the school, stood silently at my back, the only other
witness. I watched him from the awning of the school. When he rounded the corner, I picked up
his bike, and started the arduous process of bringing two bikes home. I didn’t want him to get in
trouble, and a forgotten bike would be trouble no matter the reasoning behind it.
As I passed the street the group of boys turned down, one came racing down the street,
thinking the coast is clear. He saw me and screeched to a halt. His face panicked, he quickly
turned around and beelines away. I can only hope that I looked like my father in that moment.

Maybe my parents didn’t realize that they set us up to compete. They figured it made the
most sense to have children who shared the same hobbies, that way only one parent was required
to usher children around. Travis and I took ice skating lessons at the same time, but I blew by
him. It wasn’t something he loved, it was something he was forced to do, a hobby to get him out
of the house and past some of his shyness. But he learned to hate it and would spend time
harassing me while I practiced on my own.
My father didn’t help when he decided to sign us up for karate. My father was methodical
in his choices, going from dojo to dojo in town, pushing the buttons and bruising the egos of the
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instructors and owners all over West Michigan. He wanted a teacher who wouldn’t lash out in
anger, but he never modeled that discipline at home. Travis was signed up for lessons at the dojo
for three months without me. I was enrolled as well, just so parents could trade on having nights
off. My mother took us to skating, my father to karate. I was a voracious learner and ended up on
the same level as Travis very quickly.
As I child, I knew that it irked my brother that I was almost going to pass him. I could see
the mounting frustration in his face, in the way he threw his punches. We’d “practice” at home,
without the protective gear. I’d get him with sharp spins and pinches to soft flesh. He’d
overpower me, and bounce on me, more mass than fat. We were already trained in the manner of
fighting, my father just equipped us to be able to deal a finishing blow.
When I passed him in karate, our war escalated to a nuclear level. My mother would
scream at us to stop every time we raised our voices. My father told me to stop trying to pass
him, to recognize that this sport was supposed to be my brother’s thing and skating mine. Twelve
and confused, I told him it wasn’t fair, to put me in something and ask me not to do my best. He
was silent, unhappy with my opinion. Shortly after, we were told we had to choose one sport
because of money. I chose skating, Travis chose karate.

This is the secret that I loathe telling. My brother became depressed and was hospitalized
because my mother walked in one him when he was crying and throwing a hunting knife around
in his hands. He was eight.
My father and mother fervently started to help my brother, and I became resentful that I
wasn’t getting attention because I was better at hiding being sad. My mother was frustrated, lost,
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not sure how to juggle my father, my brother and me. She blamed herself a lot and started fight
after fight with my father over it.
We had a desk that we shared over by the window in the corner of our back room. A
notepad inside in which my brother had written the phrase “I want to die.” I traced the words
over and over again, filling the whole page up in our learn to write cursive pad. I copied it
because it was true. I copied it because he had written the words first. I copied it because I
thought it might fix me, saying these words where no one could hear. I didn’t want to go to the
hospital, I just didn’t want to be sad.
My father came up behind me while I was doing this and stood over me in silence, until I
finished and looked up, startled at his appearance behind me. He grabbed me by my arm, and
shook me hard, shoving the pad in my face, screaming that I was just trying to get attention, that
didn’t I know what these words meant. He accused me of being selfish and spanked me before
sending me up to my room. He never told my mother. I learned to keep my secrets better.

When we get older, and our parents get angrier, we learned to stop fighting with each
other. Part of it was because physically, Travis could lay me out if he so desired. He’s the tallest
member of our little family at a staggering 5’8”, and still the shortest kid in the classroom. He’s
my father, repackaged with curly hair and a sullen disposition. Most of the decision comes a
need of mutual survival.
My father never laid into my brother the same way he seemed to go after me. My father
also choked Travis to prove a point, which he can’t seem to remember. Instead, he’d go after us
verbally, tear us down when my mother wasn’t around. He’d tell me that I was selfish and
spoiled, expecting things that they didn’t have the means to provide, although no one bothered to
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explain that to me. My mother laid into my brother for being messy, lazy and not taking his
schoolwork seriously. We had to have each other’s backs because it felt like we were in a
constant war. After I moved out, and Travis went to technical school, there was a temporary
peace that formed between us. Holidays were spent hiding in bedrooms, sharing stories. We were
united again in the idea that home didn’t have to be so turbulent.
My brother came home from his trade school with a vehicle that was going to be
transferred over to me. We were sent out together to pick up the pizza, but my mother forbade
me from driving the car. We didn’t listen, Travis handing me the keys the second we were
outside the door. Inside the car, he pointed out the tics and bonuses of the little Chevy Prism and
helped me preset the radio station. A mosquito landed on the inner windshield, and Travis balled
up his fist, tapping the windshield with minimal force. The glass cracked and splintered, a small
circle of proof that he wasn’t sitting where he should have been. My mother screamed at us, eyes
red while my father shook his head in constant disappointment. Travis wouldn’t let me shoulder
the blame, insisting that I had been forced to drive. He took the brunt of a storm that should have
gotten us both.

I’m in graduate school, and Travis is finishing up time with the Army, wrapping up a
bereavement leave for a grandparent’s funeral with a road trip to Memphis. He’s crashing with
us for the night, a tight squeeze, but worth it. He’s the first family member from my side to come
and visit in the two and a half years we’ve been in Memphis.
He gets ushered in to our tiny abode and unpacks his car with the gifts my mother has
sent not understanding we don’t have the space for them. I shove things in closets to deal with
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later, and get Travis set up in our bedroom, while we sleep on the air mattress outside in the
living room.
My husband, Chris, likes Travis quite a bit. We wanted to visit him when he was
stationed in Germany, but timing and money held us back as we dealt with application fees and
GRE fees in our pursuit of graduate school. This family tragedy allowed us some one on one
time that we hadn’t had since we were both living at home, almost eight years ago.
We took Travis to Graceland, an event we hadn’t actually managed on our own, and even
with his military stipend, decimated our graduate student bank accounts. We chose Graceland
because of the car collection, and my brother’s love for flashy older vehicles. The tour itself was
interesting, but not worth the money we spent or the crowds that elbowed in around us. When we
tried to go into the cars museum, we were informed we had not paid for the right ticket. Travis
shrugged it off, but my irritation and disappointment colored the rest of our afternoon.
After climbing around Elvis’s planes and stopping for a lunch at the local Jimmy John’s,
Travis and I chatted while Chris disappeared to run some errands. We talk about the Army, his
life on base. We talk briefly about family and what he wants to do when he’s out. We talk about
his living options when he is done. He rolls a beer in between his hands, shoulders bent over a
fairly muscular body. He emulated our father in every part of his physical being, in the way that
he carries himself, in the shape of his jaw. His hair is buzzed short, and he’s refused to shave
because he isn’t on base. He’s the wisest, quietest and healthiest version of himself to this point
and a better person then me by far.
That evening, we watch a local pay per view, and Travis and I discuss the politics of
WWE. We tear apart the power structure, the elevation of certain performers over others. We
talk about his time in Germany, and how the WWE filled his time when he wasn’t working. Just
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like me, Travis never loved to explore, but rather liked to reside where he knew it was safe. We
fall asleep shortly after the pay per view, and I help him hit the road on the early side, so he can
visit a friend over by Nashville before he heads back to New York. When he leaves, I cry, and I
start to understand the tears my mother has when I end phone calls with her.

When I’m twelve, I’m finally allowed to be at home without my parents. A hard-won
battle that required a babysitting course at the local Red Cross, and a full-blown tantrum when
my mother went to drop us off at the local daycare after promising to let us be at home alone.
Travis and I were given house keys, with key rings shaped in the number 1 with some company
logo stamped on a neon plastic, our own totem of freedom.
Without supervision, this is when we went our hardest. Whole levels of the house were
drawn with battle lines, and my brother retreated to the spaces that were his own. His bedroom
and a space carved out for him in the basement. That space in the basement riled me the most,
and I did everything I could to annoy him while he was in that space. I annoyed him enough that
he would eventually run away from me to the bedroom upstairs, where his anger would manifest
in the slamming of his bedroom door.
At first, it was one slam. But as the aggression and frustration mounted up, it progressed
to multiple slammings of the door. When Travis became my punching bag, the door became my
brother’s. I remember one day, I had done something to aggravate him so badly that he slammed
the door so many times and so hard that I was convinced he was going to break something; crack
the ceiling above the door. I pleaded with him outside by the stairs to stop, and he kept going,
kept slamming, the rage pressed into every developing muscle in his body. When he finally
stopped, nearly ten minutes later, the door was still intact, but the silence was just as loud as the
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crying on the other side of his door. I waited for him, refusing to move. I waited outside the door
for him to come out, worried that my parents would come home and find a broken version of my
brother, worried that I had cut him the deepest.
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Turn
A switch in alignment of a wrestler's character. Turns involve a wrestler going from face to heel or vice
versa. There are two types of turns, the hard turn (which occurs quickly and acts as a surprise device)
and the soft turn (a gradual shift in character).

Chris and I are watching our favorite pay-per-view from home, TLC, which stands for Tables,
Ladders and Chairs. We like it because the extra elements usually add a few insane leaps to and
from the ring. However, the card of the pay-per-view is a little bit of a letdown, with few
memorable matches. We talk about how happy we are that Shane McMahon is wrestling in the
final match, a match where there will be some really epic bumps and falls, because it involves a
steel cage, and McMahon is known for jumping off of steel cages.

The match starts, and it’s between Kevin Owens, a strongly disliked heel character with a
redneck from a trailer park kind of vibe, and Shane McMahon, a veteran wrestler and
Commissioner of the Smackdown brand. Owens, who has had feuds with nearly everyone on the
roster, is heady with power lately. He talks big, and alienates everyone, but is especially cruel to
his former colleague from the indie circuit, and beloved goofball of the WWE, Sami Zayn. Zayn
still tries to warn both Owens and McMahon, telling them that they both are dangerous men, and
that they should both just not participate in the match, that he’s worried for both their careers. He
gets brushed off and scorned by both men.

The match starts, and it is very much what Chris and I were hoping for. Insane bumps. Owens
takes a chair to the face. They roll around on top of the cage, and Owens chickens out, and starts
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to climb down the cage. McMahon kicks him off the side halfway down, and he falls on a table
below.

But the match isn’t done, even though Owens is “out cold”. McMahon drags Owen onto the
announce table, and climbs back up the cage, a structure that is fifty feet tall, and prepares to fall
on Owens from that ghastly height. As he steps off the side however, Zayn appears from
nowhere and pulls his longtime nemesis and former friend out of harm’s way. Owens is saved
from McMahon, who is “unconscious” from the fall. Zayn, to the extreme dislike of the
audience, puts Owens on top of McMahon, and makes the referee count the pin. Owens wins the
match, Zayn turns heel with little warning, and McMahon is carted off in an ambulance.

We turn off the television, and stare into the dark.
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Grudge Match
A grudge match exists in wrestling between two people who have a history between
them. A big crowd pleaser, usually the final match at the end of a pay-per-view, it offers a
chance for redemption, to right the wrongs. Going into grudge matches, the heel has usually done
something fairly villainous to the face, and if you are lucky, the face will win. As a child
watching wrestling, the grudge matches didn’t jump out at me as being significant, but rather just
another notch in a character’s story. Now, I understand the need for vindication.

Randal Keith Orton is known as Randy Orton in the ring. He is a wrestler who has been
around since when I was a child. He is also a third-generation wrestler. His father, Cowboy Bob
Orton, had a long career in wrestling and ended up training his son. Randy is one of the
wrestlers who has crossed over into mainstream entertainment and culture, most famously for his
finishing move; the RKO. He became a meme sensation, with people inserting video shots of
him performing the RKO on awkward internet videos of people falling. The finishing move itself
can appear at any point during the match, with Orton needing little prep to get it going, leading to
the catchphrase “RKO outta nowhere.”
Chris and I start watching wrestling together in graduate school. Because of restrained
student budgets prior to this, I am limited to keeping track of storylines and matches through
WWE’s Facebook and the delayed resources on the WWE network. When we start watching
wrestling again, we are both happy to see Orton still in the ring. The lifestyle of a wrestler is
hard, and many of our childhood stars have retired, or are no longer in the limelight. Orton stays
at the top of the card though. He is familiar, and a dynamic wrestler, prone to crazy storylines
with lots of twists and turns. I cheer loudly, to my husband’s chagrin, for the Viper any time he
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graces our screen, his muscular tatted body. I joke about my boyfriends on the television, and
Chris shakes his head in mock admonishment. I cheer for the wrestler I remember, another one
who has survived the test of time, a rare feat in the arena.
Randy Orton is another ambiguous wrestler, serving as both a heel and a face. He is a
chameleon in the ring, quick to flip to whatever side he needs to be on in order to win. For
example, Randy’s character was under the spell of Bray Wyatt, a career heel who played a
sorcerer that received his power from his dead sister, Sister Abigail. Randy was in a position of
power to challenge Bray for his championship, but because he was under Wyatt’s spell, he did
not. Because of his alliance, unwilling as it might have been, Orton was considered a heel.
However, what Wyatt did not realize was that Orton had been playing him the whole time, and
Orton used the closeness of his relationship with Wyatt to take advantage of Wyatt’s secrets and
burn the resting of place of Sister Abigail. The betrayal, and the switch to challenger, quickly
turned Orton from heel and make him a face. His character has always been calculated. I admire
his drive, his sustainability in a world where wrestlers drop out and die.
In the spring of 2017, Randy Orton wins the WWE championship for the thirteenth time.
The belt finding its way back to Orton feels familiar, expected. When he wins over Wyatt, he is a
face. It’s hard to tell. He’s always been casually evil.

In the spring and summer of 2015, my mother discovered that the Veterans Affairs
medical center in Michigan has made my father sick. For years, my father would come to his
appointments and tell doctors that he still had pain, and they kept bumping up his medication
dosages; hustling him from specialist to specialist with no one taking the time to process the
number of drugs they were forcing his body to synthesize. My mother watched as my father sank
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deeper and deeper into the daily medicated coma that had been prescribed him and shared her
observations with family friends. When my father started to have twitching limbs, my mother
researched symptoms of Parkinson’s Disease. However, when she brought her research to the
VA doctor, a different disease was discovered.
My father was diagnosed with was Tardive Dyskinesia, which has similar symptoms to
Parkinson’s — a stumbling gait, slack jaw, and twitching limbs — but is caused by
overmedicating. The VA had pumped my father so full of morphine and anti-depressants that he
will struggle with some of these side effects for the rest of his life. When my mother threatened
to sue the VA, the doctors scrambled to fix what they had created. My father was taken off the
morphine and one of his anti-depressants, and the metamorphosis was almost instantaneous.
My father’s body started to purge all the morphine from his system that he had been
taking for the last ten years. The process was so taxing on his body that he lost 75% of his extra
weight. He was ecstatic about the change and more aware of the conversations that used to
happen blindly around him. My father now looks in the mirror and sees a familiar face, a version
of his self that he recognizes from his past. He talks to my husband about the weight loss. He’s
losing so much weight because he is sweating day and night, bed sheets needing to be changed
and washed daily. His body is cannibalizing itself, and this is what brings him joy.
Through all of this, we’ve been away. Finishing up our final semester of school in
Michigan and working more than fulltime hours has kept us busy, and it’s been at least three
months since I’ve been home to see my folks, even though they live only about fifteen minutes
away. In the course of that time away, my father had evolved into a different human being, his
eyes bright with what he viewed as a new lease on life.
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When I try to talk to him, he still makes excuses for why he won’t leave the house. He’s
weaker then he should be, because he’s been inactive for over ten years. He equates the weight
loss to strength but won’t acknowledge the fact that he struggles with getting up and down the
stairs. He drowns out the criticisms from my mother and I by talking over us or snapping back.
He won’t engage with either of us when we visit for long periods of time, spending a few
minutes saying hello, and then retreating back to the computer. He prefers the company of my
husband, because Chris is a more forgiving person and hasn’t figured out that he’s full of
bullshit.
The most painful part of getting together is always at the dinner table, because my father
cannot follow the conversation, but he wants to. He’ll interject with the first thing that pops into
his head that seems relevant, which usually isn’t, hijacking the conversation. One of the last
times there, he interrupted my mother’s lamentations of being an older student to tell a story
about getting into a bar fight when he was in the Marine Corp, just because he wanted to prove
he was the toughest guy in the room, laughing raucously at the end of his tale. My mother
stabbed her peas in frustration, while Chris nodded in considerate compliance, while I simply
stared off into the space around me. I still don’t trust him.

Yuvraj Singh Dhesi, known to fans as Jinder Mahal, is an Indo-Canadian native. At 6’5”,
Mahal is one of the most muscular wrestlers on the WWE roster. But this wasn’t always the case.
Mahal performed with the WWE in 2010 as a jobber, losing to other wrestlers in order to make
the competition look good. He struggled with his weight and had weak microphone skills, so he
was let go from the WWE in 2014. He spent the next few years on the independent circuits and
found his way back to the WWE in 2016, with an improved physique and stronger promo skills.
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His new character is an educated man, a Maharaja, from Punjabi, India. Mahal is at first
hesitant to take on the stereotypical role, because of how the WWE universe responds to such
characters, but was told that his character would be able to speak to some of those concerns.
Mahal wins a six-pack challenge on Smackdown in April of 2017, setting him up for a
championship match against Orton, and he gets the first opportunity to speak out.
“You people boo me? You want to boo the Maharaja? You boo me because I don’t fit the
stereotype of the All-American? OR is it because of my family’s wealth? Is it because of my
higher education? OR is it because I speak two languages? The fact is you Americans don’t
accept diversity but you will have no choice but to accept Jinder Mahal as your next WWE
World Champion!”
Mahal is set up to face one of the top wrestlers in the WWE, and no one is expecting him
to win.

My parents still fight, but now the arguments are pieced together with a little more
finesse. My father is aware and mobile enough to know that he could be independent but isn’t
aware enough to realize that he is the one hindering himself, and instead blames my mother. He
wants to ride a motorcycle again but struggles with his balance. My mother challenges him to
walk daily, to improve his core strength, and if he does that, they can talk more about a
motorcycle. My father always rises to the challenge for the first few days, but doesn’t like being
uncomfortable, so and instead of getting out and walking daily, goes out and buys magnetic
bracelets that someone told him will prevent him from falling. He doesn’t have the patience or
foresight to realize these changes need to happen over time.
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My mother’s patience has been worn thin. She tolerates my father’s constant mishaps
with little grace, but the wear and tear of constantly fighting with someone who thinks they
should be the loudest voice in the room has worn her down. My father is driven by the stereotype
that he should be the man of the household, something his father chastised him for when he first
got injured, shaming him for not providing for his family.
I don’t engage with my father unless I have to anymore. He opens his mouth and the
unfiltered thoughts come out. There have been no physical altercations since childhood, but he
still emotionally tears me down. He accuses me of keeping him away from his son, tells me I’ve
let myself go, tells me I am taking too long in school. He cuts me open every time I go home,
and I’ve decided to just ignore his presence rather than engage with someone who doesn’t show
any inclination to understand the person I’ve become.

Mahal beats Orton, to the surprise of the WWE fans. It’s unexpected but makes me hopeful for
where the company might go next. Mahal’s character exalts in the ownership of this new title.
They let him bring in Indian musicians to dance and celebrate his victory. They are glorious and
colorful in the garb and music, and my heart sinks because the audience boos. Jinder comes out,
and in a moment of unique transparency, tells the audience they are only booing for him because
his skin is brown. “I'm not the bad guy, you are. You are because look at how you treat people
who look and talk like me. You cheer people like Randy Orton. Why am I the villain here?” The
audience only boos louder. The world is packed full of cruelty, and I hate the reminders of it.

The things my parents fight about are often fueled by the things that come out of my
father’s mouth, uncensored and unacceptable. Where once my father slept through his time in
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this world, now he decides to engage with it. My father says words like faggot, spic, and dyke,
not fully grasping how hurtful these words are to other people, caught up in a time when these
words were how the men in his world communicated. It’s not a new habit, I remember instances
like this from my childhood, but because he’s more aware now, it happens with more frequency.
My mother tells him to stop, and he tells her to stop overreacting.
They also fight about money. My father is forever trying to be the main breadwinner in a
single income home. He relies on disability payments to pay things like the mortgage. He has
secret credit cards that he uses to purchase items like antique guns and old coins. He was
scammed by a deal for gold and hid the credit card bill from my mother for three months before
she figured it out.
When I was a child, the fights were louder, more violent in tone and nature. The fights
were almost always about money then, before he fell. The walls in our wooden home would echo
with the shrillness of my mother’s voice, the slamming of cupboards, my father’s gruff rebuttals,
and the eventual storming upstairs of my mother to her bedroom, where she would slam doors
that shook our house to its foundations.
My parents always accused me of having the worst timing, and I still don’t know if the
decisions to interrupt their fights were intentional. My brother and I could hear everything they
said, and we hid in our bedrooms waiting for them to be done. Sometimes the fights would last
for hours, and I would come down looking for something; food or water perhaps, and I’d get
called stupid and inconsiderate and told to go back up to my room, violence tinged on the edge
of their voices. These are the things I hated most about my childhood.
I worry about these memories, and how they entrench themselves in my adult life still.
How I snap at my husband in our tiny space, the tone I adopt when my cat misbehaves too many
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times in a row, the way I can’t stop myself from commenting on how my husband eats, the fights
that almost always happen when I have no control in the car. I hear my mother and my father in
my voice echo through my new home in Memphis.

Mahal and Orton aren’t done facing off with each other in the ring. Every time a title
changes hands, there is an opportunity for the wrestler who lost it to demand a title rematch.
Orton demands his rematch at Money in the Bank, and Shane McMahon agrees to it. When Orton
comes to the ring to try and win back his title, he is once again, expected to win. His father,
famed wrestler Cowboy Bob Orton, is sitting ringside. However, once again, Mahal will win the
match, and he will not win it fairly.
Mahal is teamed up with the Singh Brothers, two other Indo-Canadian wrestlers who run
around and do his bidding. The Singh Brothers distract Orton while in the ring, and when that
doesn’t work, go after Orton’s father in the audience. Orton snaps. It’s scripted, but the emotion
feels real. He beats the Singh Brothers to pieces, RKOing them all over the ring, but Mahal pins
Orton while distracted with the Singh Brothers, and the match is over. Mahal takes the belt and
runs, while Orton rolls around in rage in the center of the ring. The grudge match has officially
begun.

When I’m twenty-six, I’m living at home, finishing my first year at Grand Valley State
University. I’m there to save money, the only way my parents can help, being as financially
restricted as they are. The idea is that I can work less, but I’m not sure that I want to, as their
home does not always feel like a safe place. They fight so loudly, but there is less anger, more
sadness. My father is overmedicated. My mother refuses to seek counseling. My father accuses
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my mother of cheating on him while I am upstairs trying to study for a test. When she denies it,
he asks her, with sobs breaking his every word, why she hasn’t slept with him in over twenty
years. They eventually stop talking about it. My father goes off to cry in the basement, while my
mother hides in her bedroom. I leave for the night, slamming the front door behind me. I want it
to rattle the house the way that they used to do to me. I want them to know I’m upset. I want
them to know that I shouldn’t know the intimate details of their marriage.
When I’m not home, it’s easier to see the cracks in the foundation. They weren’t as clear
to me though, until I moved 700 miles away to Memphis. I wonder if this is the main source of
their grief. That they live together, but separate. That they refuse to be themselves with each
other.

The Smackdown after Money in the Bank when Randy Orton’s father was attacked, Orton
comes out in a huff, and RKOs a jobber before kicking him out of the ring. He demands blood
for what has been done to his family. He demands another rematch, something that he is not
guaranteed. He paces in the ring, feral in his movements. The lights fill the arena, and Shane
McMahon comes out to try and keep the peace with Orton. He tells him he sees what’s in his
eyes. He recognizes that this is a personal thing. He agrees to another rematch, but allows Mahal
to determine the kind of match, in deference to him and his ownership of the championship belt.
Mahal comes out and calls on another great Indian wrestler’s history to determine the
choice for the match. I see him trying to build heritage, establish himself the same way that
Orton has. Mahal calls on the Great Iron Sheik, a late wrestler of Indian descent who was often a
heel. Mahal tells McMahon he will face Orton in a Punjabi prison match. The last time the WWE
Universe saw a Punjabi Prison match was in 2003. Orton faces off with Mahal across the arena

109

and tells him he doesn’t care what kind of match it is, that he’s there to wipe the floor with
Mahal. I hate that I care, but I love that the thing that breaks Orton’s usual calm and intelligent
demeanor is something as simple as family. I want to see that kind of loyalty in my own life.

I try to avoid fights with my husband at all costs. It’s become a small joke, that we never
fight. There are things that come up, though, that worry on our marriage like wool sweaters
catching on hangnails. But I won’t allow these things to turn into fights. I worry too much that
the things that I saw in my childhood will manifest themselves between my husband and me.
Instead, I force conversations when I’ve been fuming over things for several days, secrets
internalized for the sake of keeping the peace until they turn me black and twisted on the inside.
Guilt plagues me for not being able to swallow more back, and these conversations usually end
with me in tears, and Chris telling me that I shouldn’t hold these things in. He fills the spaces of
my life I didn’t know were empty, and the gratitude I feel hurts so much. I live in constant fear
that my habits of self-preservation will lead to my marriage’s demise.
My mother doesn’t help this fear either. She says things that put me on edge, in regard to
how my husband and I exist with each other. I pay off his car, so that we can afford payments on
a new one for me, because this makes the most financial sense. She tells me that I should demand
to have my name on his car, so that if he leaves me, he can’t take my investment away.
I wonder how one gets through life not trusting the people they allow closest to them.

When my grandfather on my father’s side is placed in hospice, Chris and I fly out to
Denver to see him. When we arrive, my father takes Chris and I out to lunch at the urging of my
aunt. He insists on paying for our meal and pulls out two crisp twenties from his wallet. We sit

110

down at a table while we wait for our order to be brought to us. My father starts to explain to me
why my grandfather is choosing to die.
“Shut up,” I tell him. I’m not in the mood.
“No, Kendra. This is important - ”
“No, I don’t want to fucking hear it.” Our volume escalates quickly, because my father
has no awareness of situation, and we start attracting attention of the other diners in the
restaurant. Chris grabs my knee under the table, not in protest, but more from his own
discomfort.
“You need to fucking listen. He’s not able to live the same life –“
“Yes. I understand. Just sto-.”
“He’s done fighting, he hasn’t been the same man since my mother died.” He talks right
over me, even when I try to shush him with quieter “I know” statements, only because Chris is
not used to this part of the family dynamic, but it does nothing to stop my father. “He can’t golf
anymore, he’s been in and out of the hospital for the last six months. He’s not the man he used to
be. That’s why he’s choosing to die.”
There is finally a lull in the conversation, and Chris is shifting in his seat beside me, and I
choose my words carefully. “You don’t have a right to tell me how to grieve.”
My father scoffs. “If you could just listen to listen to me-“
“No. I’m done talking about it.” The food arrives, and we eat in quiet, and Chris attempts
to start a few conversations with my father, in an attempt to fill the space from my deliberate
absence at the table.
I touch base with my mother later on. She asks me to keep an eye on him, because he
struggles to do anything on his own. When unmonitored, he makes poor food choices, and then
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gets sad when he gains weight. I resent being put in charge, and when I have to boss him around,
the resentment resonates in my voice. Chris and I choose to stay with my aunt while we in town
to avoid these interaction, but my grandfather passes while we are there, and I spend my time
babysitting him rather than being allowed to grieve.

It’s the day of Battleground, the PPV where Mahal and Orton will settle their feud. The
Punjabi Prison is held high over the ring while both wrestlers enter the ring. The two men face
off, each hoping to find their version of redemption within the ring. The cage is officially
lowered and the match begins. Orton and Mahal are surrounded by two layers of steel reinforced
bamboo, a cage within a cage. The inner circle is fourteen feet tall, the outer circle is twenty feet
tall. In the inner circle, there are four doors cut into the cage that are locked. They can be opened
once, and will remain open for a minute, but if neither wrestler escapes through the door, it is
locked up, and put out of use for the rest of the match. The usual outcome in a match like this is
that wrestlers climb the two tall structures, and the first with both feet to land on the outside of
the prison is the winner.
Some of the moves are expected. Chris and I talk about how all the doors will be opened,
and it will likely be a climbing contest to the top. The two wrestlers exchange blows back and
forth fairly easily. Three doors are locked shut. I hear people in the audience cheering for Mahal
and I turn to Chris confused.
“But he’s the heel, right?”
Chris leans in to the television and confirms the Mahal cheer. “Well, he’s a good
wrestler. And Randy is always a little on the evil side, so I’m not sure.” The audience is cheering
because of what Mahal is accomplishing. He is over with the audience, because he is capable,
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and because minorities so rarely get to be in main events and hold championships. This is a good
match. This is the kind of match that we love to see at pay-per-views.
We watch as Mahal commands the fourth door to be opened, and Orton knocks him out. I
start screaming at the television when the Singh brothers jump out from underneath the ring, a
storyline choice I predicted at the start of the match, and pull Mahal out, shutting the gate, and
leaving Orton to climb over.
The audience stops cheering for Mahal, but now boos because of the Singh brothers’
involvement. I stare, perplexed at the screen, not sure how this match will end. Orton climbs
over, and the fight resumes, three against one, with Orton still beating the odds. He throws one of
the Singh brothers over the Punjabi prison on to an announcer’s table, and the other one gets
thrown out onto the ground surrounding the ring. Orton and Mahal trade punches again, Mahal
working Orton’s arm, but Orton gets the upper hand, and starts to climb again.
More music rings through the arena, and the crowd goes nuts. A new wrestler has entered
the fray. Chris swears vehemently and struggles to recall his name. “The Great Kahli,” he finally
remembers, and I see the prominent chin. Another wrestler of Indian descent, and a monster of a
man, he menaces his way towards the ring, reaches through the prison, and holds Orton prisoner
while Mahal finishes the climb to the top and over. Mahal wins the match and marches out with
The Great Khali at his side, while Orton looks on bewildered. The crowd boos, and the
momentum that Mahal had continues to swell, but not to be a potential face. Mahal has just
cemented himself as a lifetime heel.

In Memphis, I’m cooking dinner for us, a recipe I’ve never made before. It’s a
complicated process, and I’m in midst of stuffing skinny peppers with orzo and sausage. I’m
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already annoyed, because the way the meat is filling the pepper is not to my liking, and I’ve
made more of a mess than I wanted to. I glare at the peppers in their flimsy pan, willing them to
stay put as I transfer them into the oven.
Two of the peppers fall over within the pan and knock the two others over and onto the
floor. Hot sausage, orzo and grease hit my foot and ricochet into the partially opened oven,
splaying all over the bottom. The red is there before I know it, and I fling the pan across the
kitchen. I slam the oven door shut and reach for the nearest cupboard to slam open and shut
repeatedly as well. I am my mother, violence etched deep, so hard to scratch out.
Just as quickly though, I am ashamed. When the cupboard connects to the wood frame,
clapping together like the sounds of my past, I realize what I’m doing is wrong. I start to cry,
while Chris stares dumbfounded from his desk in the living room. I walk past him, shoulders
heaving, and lock myself in the bathroom, trying to control myself, blowing past his outstretched
hands. But our tiny apartment allows no personal moments, no private grief. He follows me, and
taps on the door, and I tell him to give me a minute, trying to find the calm I so desperately need.
He walks away, and I hear him trying to clean up in the kitchen, which makes me cry harder than
before. I am my father, retreating to the safety of closeted spaces to be mad at the world around
me.
When I finally make my way out of the bathroom, he is trying to salvage dinner. I tell
him to stop and throw the food away. I want nothing to do with it. We head out to the Irish bar
on the corner, where I self-medicate with fried fish and alcohol. We don’t talk about what
happened beyond me apologizing and him reminding me that he is there for me.
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He lets me cry in peace when I’m mad at the history I can’t erase. I’m angry at the way I
exist in the world, and how my pain seeps into the fabric of our life. I’m mad that I can’t escape
the legacy that’s been brazened into me, despite my best attempts.
It’s nearly two weeks before Orton gets to beat Mahal for the sake of his honor. It’s no
longer relevant, and I watch as Orton pins Mahal. The only reason he’s allowed to win is because
this isn’t a Championship match. Randy wrestles for honor, and I feel an emptiness inside when
Mahal collapses beneath Orton. The hole in my heart remains empty, a victory that means next to
nothing.
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Jobber
A wrestler who routinely loses in order to build the credibility of other wrestlers.

Asoka, a female superstar on the rise, is undefeated in the WWE. Dubbed “The Empress of
Tomorrow,” she comes out in a kimono and a mask that is usually painted with green tears
coming from the eyes.

Asoka is a new wrestler acquired from a competing brand, but the WWE feels so strongly about
her talent that she has so far kept up this undefeated streak. Anyone who gets in the ring with her
is pre-destined to lose. So, when her music comes on, Chris and I are not surprised to see a
female wrestler that we don’t even recognize in the ring.

“That’s a professional jobber right there,” Chris laughs. “Well, this won’t last long.” We sink
back into our seats and wait for what will likely be a brief match to be over with.
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Concussed
Your name is Russell, but most just call you Russ. You are five foot four of uncomfortable in
your own body. You are a disabled Marine, a disappointed father, an unhappy but loving
husband. You think you try hard to fix these woes in your life but these actions go unnoticed, or
so you think. Maybe you are aware of the way the family talks around you, and maybe you don’t
know that your son in law talks to you out of pity.
You wish they wouldn’t treat you like you were made of thin clay, but you suffer from
traumatic brain injury, a healthy combination of seven concussions and three skull fractures
leading to your disablement. You don’t understand how volatile you can be, how your anger and
your sadness are always extreme, and pulse in the house you only share with your wife, whom
you’ve been married to for over thirty-five years, but maybe only ten of those years were happy.
You’ve had two children, a daughter and a son. Your son serves in the Army, and that
makes you proud, but you also wish that he had joined the Marines. You understand that you
hated these expectations that your father placed on you but are quick to do the same to your own
progeny. You like to tell stories about the way you used to exist in the world, the way you used
to always be the king of the mountain. You want the world to know you are dangerous, because
that is the most important thing they should know about you.

Chris Benoit was a Canadian professional wrestler, and one of the best that ever lived and
performed in the ring during his time on this earth. During his career, which lasted a little over
twenty years, Benoit worked for numerous promotions including the World Wrestling
Federation/World Wrestling Entertainment (WWF/WWE), World Championship Wrestling
(WCW), Extreme Championship Wrestling (ECW), and New Japan Pro-Wrestling (NJPW).
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Benoit was a dominant wrestler, and often booked as a heel. He earned the moniker of “Crippler”
after an accident in the ring with Sabu. Benoit threw Sabu for an easy bump, but Sabu tried to
flip over, and landed directly on his neck, breaking it in the opening seconds of the match.
During his time on the squared canvas, Benoit held twenty-two championships, most notably
being a two-time world champion. He was booked to win a third world championship at a WWE
event on the night of his death. Despite his major accomplishments in the sport of wrestling, his
death is the only thing that remains of him in the official history of the WWE.

You might say that your anger comes from your childhood. You tell your daughter told that your
mother beat you black and blue as often as she could, that one time, she beat you so hard and
long that you moved through six different rooms of the house, ending in the basement, because
she was worried that the neighbors could hear your screaming. Your father was never around, a
dedicated businessman who wanted to provide for his family. You might be amazed that such a
tiny woman could deal such painful blows, leaving bruises on your butt, which you know, is
almost impossible to do.

Benoit came into the spotlight for his in-ring skills as well as his callous attitude and extreme
power in the ring. It was through one of these moments of power that he met his good friend,
Eddie Guerrero. Guerrero's crafted a gimmick of "Latino Heat." He was a quick-witted wrestler
who learned to break all rules to win a match, a true heel. During a match in NJPW, Benoit
kicked Guerrero in the head and knocked him out cold. This interaction started a friendship that
lasted even after Guerrero's death in late 2005, a death of acute heart failure, caused by
Guerrero’s heavy use of steroids and pain killers. Benoit was devastated by the loss of his friend.
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He was gifted a diary from his second wife, Nancy, and for a few weeks he would write letters to
his dead friend, protesting the restrictions their career had placed on them, sharing wisdom from
the bible, and telling his beloved friend, “I’ll be with you soon.” Authorities found this diary in
the trash just a few days after Benoit’s death.

You might think that the skull fractures should be important, but they aren’t. You might think
your seven concussions should be talked about, but that’s not the case either. You tell your
daughter, because she keeps asking, that you know that some of these head traumas came from a
time working in a mental hospital, where it was required to restrain patients, patients who often
were larger and stronger. You tell her about a time when a patient barged through a door and
pancaked you on their attempt to leave the building, head bouncing viciously on the ceramic tiled
floor. But you also tell your daughter, because these are the stories that you like to tell, that you
received others from fights that you picked. That picking fights was a skill that you honed and
perfected in bars all over the United States. That you would stare across the bar at the scariest
motherfucker you could find, until they snapped and asked you what you were staring at. You
would respond, the biggest pussy in insert city here. You tell your daughter that these fights
were calculated, that you never picked a fight that you would lose, that they never saw you
coming. You rub your head afterwards and sleep for hours on end, because remembering is so
very hard to do.

The road took a toll on Benoit, and his first marriage fell apart. After a scripted storyline affair,
Nancy Sullivan and Benoit started living together, their on-screen romance blurring into their
daily lives. Shortly after moving in together, Sullivan became pregnant, and their son Daniel was
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born on November 23, 2000. Benoit and Sullivan eventually tied the knot, but the bliss that they
once felt soon was strained, and eventually, Sullivan started to fear what was happening to her
new husband. In 2003, Nancy filed for divorce from Benoit, citing the marriage as "irrevocably
broken" and alleging "cruel treatment". In the court papers, she claimed that he would break and
throw furniture around. She later dropped the suit, as well as the restraining order she filed.

You tell your children that you met your wife at the local AA meeting. You tell your daughter,
one day while you are nostalgic and maybe drunk that you asked your wife to marry you three
times and she said no. You don’t seem to dwell on the fact that she married you eventually, but
rather talk about how you let her go, and she eventually came around. You tell people that you
are still angry, but you are also mostly sober and mostly happy. You frequent the VA therapist
office, talking the man who shot you in the foot, the man who didn’t defend you when you were
younger, the man who crashed a car into a tree, died, and woke up a new man. You don’t protest
when the VA ups your dosages, gives you new stronger drugs, tries to make you a presentable
part of society. You don’t protest because there are other men in the system worse off then you.
You don’t protest, because you know, you are still better off than most.

On June 25, 2007, police entered Benoit's home in Fayetteville, Georgia, where the officers
discovered the bodies of Benoit, Nancy, and their 7-year-old son Daniel, all victims of Benoit.
Over a span of three long days, Benoit had killed both his wife and son before hanging himself,
committing suicide with a weight machine.
WWE cancelled that night’s episode of RAW, the one where Benoit was booked to win
his third World Championship. In its place, they highlighted Benoit’s career, because the world

120

didn’t know the ugliness of what had really transpired in his home. However, once the details of
the murder–suicide became public, WWE quickly tried to disassociate itself from the Canadian
wrestler. Vince McMahon, the owner of the company, was quick to draw a line in the sand, and
at the next ECW show, started the program with the following statement.
“Last night on Monday Night Raw, the WWE presented a special tribute show,
recognizing the career of Chris Benoit. However, now some 26 hours later, the facts of this
horrific tragedy are now apparent. Therefore, other than my comments, there will be no mention
of Mr. Benoit tonight. On the contrary, tonight's show will be dedicated to everyone who has
been affected by this terrible incident. This evening marks the first step of the healing process.
Tonight, the WWE performers will do what they do better than anyone else in the world-entertain you.”

You fall again, because someone didn’t do their job, and the ladder wasn’t locked. You fall,
break your leg and suffer the concussion that ends all concussions. You don’t remember some of
the events after, and because doctors don’t know yet, you are sent home right away, instead of
being kept in a dark room to keep the damage at a minimum. You and the doctors and your wife
don’t know yet that this will be the injury that shapes the rest of your life, and the damage from
the concussion will leak into other parts of your brain. You start to struggle with mobility, with
migraines that won’t dissipate. Your job lets you go. You struggle to make ends meet, and your
father tells you to suck it up, to be a man and provide for your family when you call and ask for
money to help pay bills. He’ll help you of course, but not without a serious amount of guilt. You
start to lash out at those around you, physically violent and mean when others start to question
you.
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When your daughter asks you about these moments, when the rage was everywhere, and
you were lashing out at the ones you loved, you’ll tell her that you did it out of vigilance, that
your PTSD from being shot, from being dropped, wanted to teach her to always be aware. You
might listen while she explains in vivid detail how she remembers the incident as a child, and
you’ll nod to show you are processing it, but you aren’t. She knows you aren’t either, because of
how your eyes glaze over. You will quickly change your story and tell her that you did it because
you were angry and it was done out of protection. You might see the connections, but you’ll
have to work really hard to do it. You might need a translator to explain what you really mean.
Or you’ll just learn to offer the words that make the most sense in your current reality rather than
face the horrors of your own decisions.

As the first reports of the murder-suicide started to become public, Benoit’s condition was
blamed on the depression of losing his friend as well as the unbalance of hormones that steroids
cause, often called “roid rage.” But, with the rise of research in head traumas, Christopher
Nowinski contacted Benoit’s father, and told him that he believed Benoit had suffered from the
new disease that had recently been discovered in football players: Chronic Traumatic
Encephalopathy. A degenerative brain disease caused by repetitive brain damage, a protein forms
clumps in the brain, spreading and killing brain cells in its formation. People who experience this
disease often struggle with a grasp on reality, and Benoit was a perfect example of a candidate
for the disease, often taking profoundly hard hits to the head to assist the WWE in providing its
audience with gritty shows. Tests were conducted on Benoit's brain and it was discovered that
"Benoit's brain was so severely damaged it resembled the brain of an 85-year-old Alzheimer's
patient."
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You might think you were destined to lose at this thing called life. You might feel sorry for
yourself but try not to. Feeling sorry is often more quickly replaced with anger, because you
loathe the way your family treats you, the way they talk around you as if you aren’t even in the
room. You don’t remember the countless times before when you were included in the
conversation, and you hijacked it to uncomfortable places, spaces that require people to stare
politely at plates. You are guided by the most vivid of memories, the ones that shape how you
view this world. You remember that your father wants you to be a man, that you need to provide
for your family. You remember that you love your wife, and that life has thrown you through the
ringer. You might know that your daughter doesn’t trust you, but children should be scared of
their parents. You might be dangerous, but you like it that way. The world should be scared of
the man who has little left to lose. The world should know that you are sick of getting sucker
punched.
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Mark
A wrestling fan who enthusiastically believes that professional wrestling is not staged or loses sight of the
staged nature of the business while supporting their favorite wrestlers.

When Finn Balor comes out to the audience, it really is a sight to see.

The young Irish superstars entrance is one of the few in the WWE universe that really gets the
crowd going. When the lights go out, everyone screams. He struts out in time to the music, and
before the music swells, he bends forward, folding in on himself and then quickly throws his
body wide and his arms high, hands in the sign of the demon that supposedly possesses his
character. And the entire audience does it with him.

Chris did not realize what I was doing until I threw my arms up with everyone else and tells me
later he wishes he had gotten a photo of it. The way that the majority of the fans performed
Balor’s entire entrance arrested him, and he was stuck briefly in the awe of it.

I couldn’t have cared less at the time. I was marking out, and intent to deliver every single one of
those hand movements at the same time that he did. It wasn’t until after the match was started
that I realized I had missed a prime opportunity to get a photo of him facing us in the arena.
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Resting Bliss Face

Alexis Kaufman, one of the youngest and largest talents on the WWE roster, is my
favorite female superstar. Her five-foot athletic frame marches down the aisle with a confidence
living in every bone, a swagger that demands the attention of the room. While a full-blown heel
on the screen, Kaufman is a genuine young woman in real life, and a dedicated and talented
athlete. I see myself in the bluster, the audacity, the good intentions behind a heel’s mask of
forced venom. I cheer the loudest when she’s in the room and on the screen.

My father blames my uncle for the financial burden of ice skating. After being gifted with
skates for Christmas when I was about to turn five, my mother signed both my brother and I up
for learn to skate classes at the local arena. While prodigy is maybe not the word you would
attach to my abilities on the ice, I was no doubt talented, blowing through several level tests in
the first session. It was enough to catch the attention of local coaches.
No one explained to my parents how the world of private skating works, and our first
venture terrified my mother. Lessons, billed by the hour, were a significant portion of our
family’s meager earnings, my mother working retail and my father as an HAVC worker. It
wasn’t until later that my mother understood that lessons were billed as fifteen minutes of an
hour, or twenty minutes of an hour, and we wouldn’t have had to pay the coach we wanted $60
every time we saw her.
I ended up with Karen as my first coach, a cynical, pale, redhead who would spend most
of our lessons bitching about her mother, who worked at the same rink. Karen was shorter in
stature, like me, with a sick pallor to her skin. She assumed that everyone grew up just like her,
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resenting their mothers and having rebellious teenage years. I heard a lot of things from Karen
that I didn’t understand until much later on, stories that were lost due to an innocence that my
mother protected viciously.
Under Karen’s less than traditional methods, I learned the basics as well as the history of
my sport. I loved the escape the ice gave me, from my parents’ constant bickering, from my
annoying brother, from my less than popular life as a student. I loved the way the ice cut beneath
my edges, and the way I could power around the rink in fewer strokes than my peers. I loved the
way the ice echoed every scratch, and the comfort of slipping into the leather boots at the start of
a session. On the ice, I could excel. On the ice, I could find a voice through the movement of my
body.

Alexis Kaufman, often called Lexi by her friends, has been involved in athletics since the age of
four. A natural gymnastic talent, she started competing when she was five. Her parents were
young but worked hard to give her a chance at a life neither of them had. Her father created and
owned a tech company that allowed them as a family to support Lexi’s sport, but also take yearly
vacations to Disneyland. She had a very happy childhood and loved competing.

Many of my first events in skating happened later then they should have and competing was one
of those things. Karen and my mother couldn’t justify the high costs of sending me to a
competition with only a few skills under my belt, so while my peers went and competed with
only a handful of skills, I worked on all of the major jumps, spins, and artistry. A purist in a
competitive world that was evolving quickly to be more about the technical aspects, Karen was
determined to prove a point about the importance of the whole package. When I finally
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competed, I was ten, at a fairly large local competition in Ann Arbor. I skated to “Dance of the
Hours” by Amilcare Ponchielli, hitting musical cues with an accuracy that had the audience
gasping, an odd echo in a chamber of echoes. Where most girls performed spirals, I did spread
eagles, a much more dangerous move that required faith and commitment to an outside edge that
most skaters didn’t have. I out-spun and outperformed my competition, but I received second
place, edged out by a girl who added lots of little jumps onto her combos, a popular trend that
Karen hated. My traditionalist coached rubbed off on me, and when the photographer at the
medal podium said she was surprised I didn’t win, I responded with a loud “Me too”. My
parents were so mortified that my father dragged me out to the car and screamed at me about
being a good sport. I knew that he was right, but also, really felt like I should have won.
Prior to this, I knew that there was another club in Grand Rapids, but this was the first
time I got to see skaters from that club on the ice. The Greater Grand Rapids Figure Skating Club
was much larger, and much more well-funded. They skated over at the Patterson arena, and had
petitioned the city to have a dedicated locker room in the facility. Karen and all the other coaches
at Lake Effect had come from there, chased away by their head coach, April. I had only heard
horrible things about them from the adults that gossiped in the waiting room, but when I saw the
members from the other club skate, I was blown away by the talent, the bedazzled glitz of their
costumes. I wanted to shine like those other girls on the ice and remained quietly curious for
several years, often seeking them out when we went to competitions to watch how they glided
around the ice.

Alexis was introduced to cheerleading when she was thirteen and found that she loved that more
than gymnastics. In cheerleading, she could be outgoing, herself, while in gymnastics you had to
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be more reserved. She quickly excelled in the sport, was considered one of the top cheerleaders
in her hometown of Akron and was even featured on the cover of a cheerleading magazine at the
age of seventeen.

I eventually stopped growing under Karen, as her traditionalist views wouldn’t allow me to
progress to different skills until I had conquered others. A frustrated coaching relationship was
ended abruptly when my mother questioned something on a monthly bill, and Karen threw in the
towel on the relationship. I never saw it coming. I sobbed for hours in my room while my mother
tried to explain the difficulties of adult conversations and told me I didn’t have to skate tonight if
I didn’t want to. I opted to go anyway, to try and find a moment of peace on the ice.
The one myth that is very true about ice skating is the competitive and gossipy nature of
the mother’s in the front room. That evening, I felt like all eyes were on us, and my mother
snapped more than usual to prying friends. When I stepped on the ice, I was besieged by other
skaters as well as other coaches, all wanting to know what happened, or trying to recruit me.
What made it worse is when Karen came over to talk to me. I remember the listless push of the
blades that propelled me six or seven times around the rink while Karen talked to me, tears still
flush on my face, and the quick exit I made from the ice when she was done explaining things
that were still over my head. I told my mother I wanted to go home, and we packed up with little
fanfare. It was the first night of a long goodbye to Lake Effect.
We started with finding other places to skate. My mother was hesitant to go to Greater
Grand Rapids Figure Skating Club (GGRFSC) because of the price tag attached to a lot of their
sessions. Walker’s arena, a twenty-minute drive from home, had cheap open ice that most of the
skaters I knew wouldn’t get up for. I’d get up before school, and get an hour in on relatively
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quiet ice, and my father would take me to school. For the summer, we found Southside, a little
bit further of a drive, but with a larger figure skating presence. A coach who used to be
something was starting a club there, and the girls were fun and welcoming, but I had no coach,
and didn’t like any of the options available there. I spent about six months without a coach,
before crying to my mother that I wouldn’t be able to keep doing this. Skills that I had down pat
were starting to suffer, and I felt like a leper with no one to keep an eye on what I was doing. My
mother caved, and we went to the GGRFSC, because there was literally nowhere else for me to
go.

Lexi talks about the perils of being a young adult who takes their sport very seriously, saying “I
sacrificed my childhood for the success I wanted later on in life.” Spending many hours at the
cheerleading gym, and traveling for the sport on the weekends, she learned to create social
connections in her sport. The other girls on her team were her friends, the way that she learned to
have fun even though she was working to be her best.

At GGRFSC, I was a little fish in big pond. The club, nearly four or five times larger than Lake
Effect, was filled mostly with people who were well off, because skating is expensive. April was
as ominous as I had heard, screaming at her students across the rink during lessons, and telling
them not to sit on the couch and eat all weekend. I met the superstars of the club, the Antinori
sisters, coached by April, who boasted competition dresses that cost over five hundred dollars
apiece as well as time spent on a national stage. I wasn’t friends with them though. Rather, I was
friends with the other skaters who had all sort of ended up at GGRFSC from other clubs in the
area. We were a motley crew, with our off-brand dresses and holey tights. One girl wore leg
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warmers to practice until her coach told her that wasn’t done at this rink. We were all just trying
to fit in and finding out how much we didn’t know because we weren’t at this club from the
beginning. I skated for a month there without a coach, before my mother finally reached out to
Scott, the only other major coach who wasn’t April.
Scott Chiamulera was a well-known pairs skater, who made it to Nationals several times
in his prime. He and his partner placed 2 nd at the Junior Level in 1990, and they placed 10th in
1992 at the Senior level. At our first lesson, he asked me what jumps I had attempted, and I was
working on some of my doubles, but not all of them, because of Karen’s strictness. He lamented
my slowed progress, telling me I should have been much further along, and laughed when I
Zambonied the ice in my first attempt at a double flip. He was the coach I didn’t know I needed
with his dark humor and chain smoking.

Lexi was a cheerleader in college as well, and was part of a nationally winning team, but left the
sport due to chronic health issues. While she was at home recuperating, she saw an open call for
wrestling performers. She remembered watching wrestling as a child with her father, and decided
she had to try. She showed up at the open call, and met Triple H, who she immediately
overwhelmed with all of her ideas of what she could do as a wrestler. She was signed for a thirtyday trial, which would mean that she would spend a month in a facility learning the moves
before they decided if they would keep her, but that decision was overturned, and she was signed
for a developmental contract, the only reason given that they hoped she was as athletic as she
looked. Lexi moved to Florida to train, and almost quit on her second day, but was talked into
staying by her mother. She powered through, and was soon wrestling on NXT, a brand of the
WWE that highlights up and coming talents.
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One of the other myths that is true about ice skating is how expensive it is. Training with Scott
was costly, because I needed more time and he was priced according to his past achievements.
His bill was about two hundred every two weeks. As a skater known for power, my boots had to
be custom made and double reinforced with support, because I broke them down so quickly.
These boots cost about five hundred dollars apiece, and if I was careful, I could make them last
about nine months, but more often than not, they only lasted six. Blades had to be upgraded
occasionally, and that was another seven-hundred-dollar investment every two years. Sharpening
of the blades had to happen every month, and that cost twenty dollars. My ice time was
purchased two ways, one through the rink via punch card. I went through a punch card a week,
and they cost eighty dollars. The time my mother bought for me through the club ranged
anywhere from two hundred and fifty dollars to four hundred dollars a month. Competition
dresses, which we had kept cheap in the past, were now at least two hundred dollars a dress.
Skating dresses were at least fifty dollars, the better brands sometimes topping a hundred, and
tights were twenty apiece. With practice six days a week, that meant more skating outfits and
tights. There was also the warmup gear. There were special pants that zipped up on both sides
sold at the rink, and they were a fifty dollar investment, one of the first purchases I made when I
got to GGRFSC, so I could fit in with the other girls. They also held ballet lessons, Pilates,
stretching and jump classes that I was expected to participate in as well, and those were about
another two hundred in monthly expenses. Competitions were also expensive, with fees to enter
different events, and then travel for both you and the coach. The bigger the competition, the
more expensive it was. Some competitions, we would pay almost three hundred dollars for a
total of less than ten minutes on the ice.
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My mother and my father could make ends meet, but I was encouraged to get a job so I
could help with some of the costs of skating. Especially at this new club, where we had to be
very frugal in our choices. On top of the thirty hours a week I spent training, I also worked
another thirty hours in the summer, eighteen in the school year, while going to school fulltime. I
learned to exist with few hours of sleep, because I was never allowed to let my grades suffer
because of my skating. But it was worth it, because I loved what I was doing.

Lexi’s initial character on NXT was a glitter bomb cheerleader. She danced around the ring in
blue tutu and gave her opponents high fives. She was loved only because she was cute, and the
audience wanted something more from her. In 2014, she switched to a full-blown heel character,
coming out and flipping another performer out of the ring so a men’s tag team could win. Lexi,
who loved to perform, was just better at selling a mean persona than a nice one. A lover of
cosplay, her costumes and outfits often had more murderous themes, from Freddy Krueger to
Harley Quinn. Her success as a heel prompted her signing to the Smackdown brand in 2016,
where she was quickly billed as a contender for a Smackdown Woman’s Championship. She
won the Smackdown Championship as well as the RAW championship, becoming the first
woman wrestler to have both. Her persona was on fire, and the WWE had lots of fun coming up
with ways to sell her to the public, marketing her as “Five feet of Fury” and promoting her
“Resting Bliss Face.”

Under Scott’s tutelage, I thrived. I quickly conquered all my double jumps, including a double
axel, a feat I never thought I would accomplish because of past history with the jump. I was
focused on the ice, not stopping to chat with my peers at the boards when I got tired, often
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performing jumps until Scott would tell me to stop for fear of exhaustion by injury. I was one of
his favorites, and he was always quick to remind me that he liked that I wasn’t like the rest.
While I had some successes with competitions, I mostly struggled, often “winning the
warmup” which meant I would land all my jumps in the six-minute warmup and fall all over the
ice when my time came to compete. The first time it happened, I came off the ice in tears, and
Scott ignored me until I stopped, and simply told me it had been my opportunity, and I had
wasted it. Competitions wrought my nerves, and I wasn’t happy when I was there. I would get
preoccupied with how soft the ice was, how I couldn’t be the powerhouse I normally was. I
would fall, and feel behind, and rush my way to the next moment. While I loved skating, my face
never showed it, and Scott would often say smile every time I caught eyes with him while I was
on the ice. I never remembered longer than five seconds, often reverting to my focused, very
serious face while competing.
My luck with competitions wore on my parents, and for my final regionals, they told me
they wouldn’t be paying for me to go, because I didn’t do well. When I told Scott, he shook his
head in disgust, and said I was the most prepared of all his skaters. We both knew I had to keep
at it in order to get better, but it was an expensive lesson, and one my parents couldn’t afford to
keep making, not with my father’s struggles with the VA taking such a toll on the family.

Lexi’s success is marked as much by her drive as it was her ability to get past trials. When she
was seventeen, Lexi suffered her first bout of anorexia. She went from 130 lbs. to 90 in six
weeks. It became a game to her, a way for her to cheat the system. She would chew on food
before practice and spit it out, just to get a taste of it in her mouth. When confronted by her
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parents, she hurled food at them, and told them to die. Her condition was so bad that she was
hospitalized for six weeks, because they couldn’t get her heart rate under control.
She suffered another bout when she was a cheerleader at Akron. A coach pushed her to
lose a little weight, even though Lexi had told them about her condition. She went from 110 lbs.
to 84 in three weeks, much worse than before. Recognizing that this was a trigger for her, she
walked out of the competition, and turned her back on cheerleading.
She knows another bout will kill her, that what she put her body through will have effects
for the rest of her life. She uses her platform now to talk about the dangers of anorexia, and is
good friends with another WWE wrestler, Nia Jax, who is passionate about the presentation of
body image, especially as performers in the WWE.

I changed while under Scott, in my quest to be the best figure skater possible. I was landing triple
jumps, working on the flaws in my work outs, trying to get past bad habits I had picked up from
Karen. But when my parents decided they couldn’t pay for me to go to Regionals, it was the
knell of the final bell.
While Scott detested my parents’ decision, he had to focus on the skaters who were
going. Another young talent was quickly becoming Scott’s favorite, and the realization that I was
drifting out of his preferred circle sent me on a downward spiral. I started acting out, throwing
tantrums on the ice. Scott kicked me off, called me a brat. I hated who I was becoming but didn’t
know how to change my path.
In addition to this, an old back injury kept getting more and more painful. My parents
didn’t have the money or time to help me figure out what was going on, juggling my father’s
injury and VA appointments while my mom tried to find a steady job, often temping because of
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the unpredictableness of my father’s situation. I stopped skating because of the pain, a decision
that broke me into a million pieces. The back injury kept me from pursuing the path I had wanted
after high school, a few years spent traveling with Disney on Ice before heading off to college.
My mother forced me to go to college anyway, and I failed my first semester.
Unlike Lexi, I don’t have a comeback story.

Lexi continues to perform in the WWE, often the Main Event of pay per view events. She is
currently still a champion, but for storyline sake, she will likely have to give that title up, I’m
expecting at the next Wrestlemania. She loves her time in the ring, loves the character she plays,
loves the way she gets to interact with the fans. She takes each day one at a time, recognizing
this simple truth of being a wrestling superstar. “Those opportunities don’t always come, one day
they won’t be there.”

Sometimes, especially during the first few years of life without skating, I would find myself in
the parking lot of the local rinks I grew up in. I’d sneak in, not wanting to see the faces of staff
who might recognize me, find my way to the arena. The metal steps squeaking with familiarity
as I walked in the bleachers. Sometimes, I’d sneak out to the rink still basked in darkness, and
stare at the ice, the way that the fog drifts around it with no movement on the surface. It’s in
these moments where I see myself reflected back, power and grace on the ice. It’s in these
moments that I grieve, the loss of a voice in a cold and distant coffin.
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Potato
A strike to the head which makes real contact.

Cedric Alexander, the wrestler who gives me heart palpitations with his aerial maneuvers, is
wrestling against Enzo Amore for a chance at the Cruiserweight Championship. The
Cruiserweights are one of my favorite divisions, because the wrestlers are athletic, and almost all
have gymnastic training, so the stunts that occur in the ring are high flying and high risk. They
are agile in a way that the bulkier wrestlers can’t be.

As I cheer for Cedric, who is being restrained quite a bit by Enzo, I’m reminded why I don’t like
Enzo. He does not necessarily fit the criteria for a cruiserweight, having been placed there I
surmise to boost the ratings for the less popular division, because Enzo’s rapping gimmick is so
successful. Cedric finally breaks free. He flips forward into the ropes, bounces off the ropes to do
a backflip and his foot connects directly with Enzo’s face, a slap that fills the whole of the Fed
Ex Forum. Enzo immediately starts gushing blood from a cut above his eyebrow, to the point
that it covers half his face. The blood stains the canvas all around him as he attempts to catch his
bearings in this new tinted world, all on live TV.
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Friendly Fire

Rodrick Dantzler was a 34-year-old electrician with a pending divorce when he decided to take
eight lives on July 7th, 2011 in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I didn’t know the man, nor did I know
any of the people whose lives he took that day. I only know the ricochets of the bullets around
him, the way he shuttered whole neighborhoods, the way that friends hid and hoped he wouldn’t
knock down their door. Rodrick Dantzler never knew me, but I knew the destruction that
surrounded him intimately.

My father is happiest when he can talk about his guns. Even when I was young, owning a
gun seemed to brand him a man, the card he could whip out and stamp himself as competent, sot
he was no less than the other fathers around him. He wanted that importance, the role of
caretaker.
As young children, my father took my brother and I to the local range, a shack with a
bunch of sand hills and an archery trail that cut through a copse. He taught us to shoot a 22gauge rifle. Shots peppered around us constantly as my father drilled the safety practices into our
heads. The most important rule: don’t ever point a gun at another human being. My brother and I
were avid learners, although my brother took to the often-tedious pastime with more gusto, and
maybe that was a disappointment I couldn’t make up for: I couldn’t love what my father loved.
Even then, I struggled to communicate with the man who didn’t know how to relate to the world
but spoke the languages of gunpowder and iron fluently. I’ll never know why I was never
Daddy’s little girl. I can only guess and blame the basal ganglia fracture that erased most of his
memory, and the final concussion of numerous in his life time years later that erased how he
could remember the world around him.
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When we weren’t at the range, my father would lose himself to eBay, find lost relics and
try to restore them. He was always determined to find that best deal. He’d buy guns from old
wars, lost frontiers, try to find the gun that could fix everything at home. He continued to try and
buy guns long after the VA ruled him mentally incompetent, and he was no longer legally able
to. He found loopholes in the rules. My father sleeps with a gun, an antique six shooter someone
dubbed a collectible and sometimes forgets where he is at night.

I am 27 and in a florist’s shop, surrounded by wilted sunflowers and teetering stacks of
hunter green floral tape. I’m helping my best friend plan her over-the-top wedding when I
receive the text. It comes from a young man I had just started seeing, a slighter older artist with
gentle blue eyes and a nervous quality about him. We had just had our second date on the Fourth
of July, after a failed excursion to see fireworks in my old neighborhood while trying to avoid
crowds. The hill from my childhood wasn’t high enough, and we ended up being an all you can
eat buffet for lusty Michigan mosquitos.
My breath catches when his name appears on my screen However, instead of a romantic
message, he asks my whereabouts, concerned for my safety. I respond, confused at the request,
and he tells me that the cops have found the first bodies of Rodrick’s shooting spree.

The trail of bodies started with Dantzler killing seven victims in two separate homes. One
at a house on Plainfield Avenue, one of the busiest roads in the city, a familiar road in my own
commute. There, Dantzler murdered a former girlfriend, her sister, and her sister's 10-year-old
daughter. He shot next at a home on Brynell Court. Here Dantzler killed his estranged wife, their
daughter, and his wife's parents.
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The police became aware of the danger when Dantzler's mother called around 2:30 p.m.,
saying that her son had called her to confess to the murder of his wife. Police went to his house
on Janes Avenue, where he lived alone since his wife and daughter moved out, but no one was
there. Shortly after that, the two murder scenes were discovered. Police closed down streets in
the area and told local residents to stay inside their homes.
Another victim was shot in a random road rage incident near Godfrey Avenue around
3:00 p.m. The victim, Robert Poore, was spared serious injury because the bullet was deflected
by a titanium plate in his nose. Dantzler was driving a Lincoln Town Car, but he later abandoned
that car and carjacked a Chevrolet Suburban.
Later Poore and his son, interviewed on a local news station, talked about how Dantzler
pulled the gun out and waved it wildly in their direction. It was only the plate that saved Poore
from being permanently disfigured. His son talked about God’s grace, and the strength of
titanium plates in the days after the shooting.

When I am thirteen, I adopt archery as a new sport. I love the bow, much more than the
gun. I like the flexibility wood hides, and daydream of old folk tales where female Robin Hoods
conquer all foes. My father, ecstatic to find some common ground, swaps out the gun range for
the indoor archery range just slightly further away. Every Saturday afternoon, we drive to Joe’s,
a local indoor range, and practice until my fingers are sore and my arm is red from the string
dragging itself when the arrow is propelled forward. I have a simple longbow, dark cherry wood
shined. The bow flexes easily in my capable draw, the snap of the string judicious.
We are one of multiple families that would come to the range, and often toddlers roam
about while fathers practice for the start of local deer season, a national holiday in Michigan.

139

One day, a child, maybe two years old, staggers in front of me right as I draw my bow, on the
verge of release. I could almost feel the tension as it mounts in the air in the mere seconds that
this took place. But I know the rules; we don’t aim our weapons at other human beings. I’m able
to stop myself from releasing, and lower the bow, tip point firmly aimed at the ground, while the
neglectful father runs out to collect his child. He apologizes profusely and compliments my
father for raising such a well-trained hunter. In this moment, my father is the proudest he’s even
been of me, and I still remember the grin that stretched from ear to ear.

I call the young man once I’m at home, and the manhunt is still in pursuit of Rodrick
Dantzler. While we talk on the phone, each held breath between us seems important. We lament
the loss of life, the way that young people always seem to meet tragic ends. He lets me go after
several hours because he has to go to work an overnight shift. I hang up the phone and the
silence of the house seems deafening. I download a police scanner app and find a live streaming
news source. I text him that I will send him updates, intent that nothing should be left in the dark.

At about 7:00 p.m., April Swanson, a childhood friend of Dantzler, called police to report
that he was following her car. He shot her from his vehicle, and April was hit. She suffered a
serious but non-life-threatening arm injury. Police eventually intervened by ramming Dantzler's
vehicle, and they exchanged gunfire. Dantzler was chased by police, who followed him when he
took to Interstate 96. He crossed the median and continued eastward on the westbound lanes and
crashed into a freeway ditch around 7:15 pm.
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When I’m still learning the bow, my father gets restless and turns back to the gun range.
There is an archery course attached to it as well, not as well maintained, and running half a mile
alongside the gun range. My father and I start to walk through it one day, but it feels different
being in nature and trying to shoot stuffed creatures and bright targets. At the third target, I see a
creature, hairless and dead, as small as my child-like hands, prone in front of the target. Once I
see it, I can’t stop myself from seeing the countless others that have popped up along the path,
moles that are dead or in the process of dying. My father says something about the course
needing to poison them, about the nuisance of molehills. I look around me at the mostly deserted
trail, packed with dead animal bodies, and cry silently for animals I never knew even existed. I
never go back to that archery range, and soon afterwards, I hang up my bow.

The police scanner app informs me that Dantzler was near my friends. Two are former
roommates, girls that I had lived with a few years ago, and who I had known for over a decade.
We have rituals, a longstanding tradition of celebrating birthdays at Michigan’s Adventures, a
local theme park with wooden roller coasters and lazy rivers. The same theme park that Dantzler
took his estranged wife and daughter to a week before murdering them. One of the old
roommates tells me the next day how she heard the helicopters hovering over her neighborhood,
and the other roommate talks about how she was house sitting, and the police car lights from the
chase went right past where she was, covering her walls in red and blue light. When Dantzler
took his last stand, he did so in a house that was less than a block away from a coworker. The
coworker locked his doors and took his police scanner to the basement, not sure if he could do
anything else. He had nothing in his house to defend himself with, and hiding was his only
option.
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Dantzler exited his vehicle and ran on foot, entering a residence on Rickman Ave, not far
from the killings on Brynell Court. He held Joyce Bean, her boyfriend Steve Helderman, and
Meg Holmes hostage. Joyce was released from the house at about 9:30 p.m. after Dantzler was
given cigarettes and Gatorade by police. Dantzler continued negotiations with police, but he was
distraught and contemplating suicide. At 11:30 p.m., he released one of the two remaining
hostages and then fatally shot himself in the head while hiding in a closet with Helderman.
Helderman turned his head just before the suicide so as not to see it.

They announce Dantzler’s suicide over the police scanner, and it feels like the whole city
was holding its breath. With a deep sigh, I close my laptop and the cell phone police scanner app.
I text the young man, and I tell him that Dantzler’s flight is over. I tell him I’m going to bed.
That night I dream of girls dying, fingers held up in helpless defense as fathers take aim.

My father sleeps with the gun under his pillow, and he’s half deaf, because when he
cracked his head open, spinal fluid leaked out through his ears and ruined his eardrums. The
drugs he takes made it hard for him to wake up, and sometimes he has night terrors because of
PTSD. The VA hospital never seems to care enough to help us. Instead they assign him to a new
shrink when we complain, who will do what all the other ones have done and not listen to him or
us, and prescribe him heavier, more invasive drugs. My father sleeps all day and stays on the
computer all night. Sometimes, when I was younger, my mother would send me up to wake him
from naps, and I’d pound the oak hollow bannister two floors away, terrified to knock on his
door. I never knew which man would be the one who would wake up.
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Dantzler killed seven people in two homes. At the home on Plainfield Avenue, he killed
27-year-old Amanda Emkens along with her 10-year-old daughter Marisa Emkens and her 23year-old sister Kimberlee Emkens. At the home on Brynell Court, the suspect killed 29-year-old
Jennifer Heeren along with their 12-year-old daughter Kamrie Dantzler and her parents Thomas
Heeren, 51, and Rebecca Heeren, 52. The eighth death of the day was his own, and the one least
talked about.

Several years later, my father has fallen, and we are in the process of claiming disability.
I am in my freshman gym class, and we are studying archery. I am excited at first, a moment
where I can excel in a new school where I am surrounded by strangers. Our first day out to
practice shooting however, I recognize the cheapness of the bows, the overstretched quality of
the string. The white plastic is warped, and the arrows haven’t been straight for years. When it’s
my turn, I pull the arrow up to my cheek, but I know before it’s even fully released that it will go
wild. It still lands on the target, a feat most weren’t able to accomplish, and I stare disappointedly
at the flinted tip embedded too far away from the center while my group cheers wildly behind
me.

I wonder about Dantzler, and the choice to aim a gun at his own daughter. I wonder if he
was trying to wipe himself off of this world in entirety, leave no progeny. Did he know the
outcome of the night? Did he know that the last breath he drew would be at a self-imposed Glock
to the temple? Or was killing his daughter an act of mercy? Did he know his sins would bleed
out into the world and drown her with their heaviness? Or did he feel nothing when he tightened
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his grip on the Glock and ended his young daughter’s life? Was he two people, like my father?
Or was he lost in the torture that sometimes we find ourselves in when we are left alone for too
long? Which of the Dantzler’s took his family to Michigan’s Adventure? Which one did his
daughter trust? Was she old enough to know when to run, when to lock her door? I wonder if she
saw it coming and hate myself for even asking the question. I want her to be blind, and hopefully
unaware of the terror around her. I want her to still be alive.

My home isn’t a stranger to crime, but this particular event became our worst day as a
city. All the local media can talk about is the Dantzler murders. Grand Rapids makes national
news, featured stories on Nightly News Tonight and Good Morning America.
Separate services were held for the two groups of victims, and a final memorial service
was held for Dantzler, with little fanfare. For the next year, local news keeps finding ways to talk
about the murder spree. It’s featured on a reality show about wild police chases, and his mother
was given a primetime interview talking about what a good person her son used to be. They paint
him as a recently turned demon. They don’t talk about his long history of mental illness, or his
troubled childhood. They blame everyone but themselves for ignoring a man who seemed to be
calling for help.

Two days after the murder spree, I end up back at the young man’s apartment. I search
for comfort in his capable arms and find it in his soft kisses and gentle touches. I like the
sequester of this space, the black curtains pinned around his bed, the meticulous stacking of
drums in the corner, the packed shelves of books and framed photos over the bed. I’m
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comfortable in the nook of his arm, even though his hand me down mattress has a loose spring
that seems to punch me repeatedly in my fourth lumbar.
I lose myself to the quiet of being around him, the way our bodies seem to exhale in
unison. I press my fingers to his face and look closely into his eyes. He looks back, calm and
unblinking. In this space, in this moment, there is the two of us. There is only one man in this
body. His hands travel down my body, and I fall into the safety of his touch.

The six-year anniversary of the shooting spree has passed, and I still think about
Dantzler’s daughter. She would have been 18 years old this year. I think about my father, a man
lost to his nightmares, whose violent tendencies separate him from those who should be dearest.
I think about the young man with blue eyes, and the way the world seems calmest when we are
together. I wonder about the inescapable permanence of violence in genetics. I worry about my
father’s need to fill a role society has placed on him, and his ability to find loopholes in the rules
meant to protect him. I worry about being blindsided because of love, a love that he earned
because once it was genuine, because he wasn’t always broken. I worry about how dark and hard
I get holding these worries, afraid to say I’m scared of my father, afraid to say I’m scared I will
become him, or my mother, how the pills I take daily to fight depression feel and look too much
like the pills my father takes to fight his own mental demons. I think about the strength to step
away, and more so, the strength required to change what has become normal.
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Work (noun)
Anything planned to happen, or a "rationalized lie.”

Work (verb)
To methodically attack a single body part, setting up an appropriate finisher. Also, to deceive or
manipulate an audience.

Braun Strowman, Kane, and Brock Lesnar are scheduled to clash soon. Three of the biggest
superstars in the WWE, both physically and historically, are set to be the main event at the
upcoming Royal Rumble.

Brock Lesnar, the current Universal Champion, is out with his manager, Paul Heyman, and they
are stoking up the Memphis crowd, with Heyman detailing how easily the champion will defend
his title. Lesnar bounces around the ring, and when Heyman is done with his spiel, marches
toward the backstage, feeling secure and confident.

Until Strowman attacks Lesnar from behind and pulls him backstage.

We yell in desperation to see what is happening, and the lights in the arena go darker as the
monitor lights up and shows us the action backstage. Strowman lays an epic beat down on both
Lesnar and Kane, who appears out of nowhere to have a piece in the action. While both of the
superstars are laying prone on the ground, Strowman finds a grappling hook, and finds a way to
pull a major metal rack on top of the injured wrestlers, pinning them both beneath the structure
before screaming in victory and running away.
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On the monitor, we see Lesnar and Kane get pulled from the wreckage, and Lesnar loaded onto
an ambulance. The lights come back up as the program goes to commercial, and Chris and I
muse over what we just saw.

“I didn’t even see the curtain move, we didn’t hear it fall.” I take a sip of water. “I was looking to
see if I could see movement.”

“Yeah, it was probably taped beforehand,” Chris agrees, and we wait for the next match to start.

147

Anchored

The tumbler rolls through my hands, the beads jarring—staccato in their footsteps
through the mirrored cavern. The dark cherry finish is worn, a thin layer of protective film on top
nearly worn completely through. There are spaces where the natural color of the wood has
started to show, superficial cracks on the surface of the hollow cylinder. I squint through the
burnished copper eye hole into the cavern of faded beads.
Lace no-longer-white stumbles awkwardly as I view the kaleidoscope with a slow
precision. The beads are less vibrant then I remember, with the bright light drowning the little bit
of color they still exude. I turn the tumbler’s face towards the shadows, try to dazzle myself with
faded memories.
A summer rain storm rolls through Memphis. Next door, the two-week-new puppies
growl at distant thunder. I lay back down in the rough brown carpet of our apartment, while our
black cat licks the window trying to arrest some of the wetness on the other side of the glass. I
point the tumbler at the window and hope for a flash of brilliance. Instead, I catch the muddiness
of Memphis rain. Mississippi river droplets paint my patio while I wait for the storm to move on.

A different kaleidoscope comes into my life prior to this, gifted to me by my therapist of
over ten years after I move away to go to graduate school in Memphis. The new kaleidoscope
comes to me wrapped in white faux fur. Two presents, she tells me. One to cover yourself with
good thoughts and good feelings, and one to remind yourself of the beauty in dark moments. The
kaleidoscope she hands me is decorated in primary colors: red, blue, yellow. There is a
dangerously happy clown riding a unicycle and a poodle chasing its tail. No doubt plucked from
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the shelves of a nearby toy store chain, I hold the cheap metal kaleidoscope in my hands, and
listen to the plastic beads falling inside its column. It is one of the most thoughtful gifts I’ve ever
received.

In the competitive world of ice skating, athletes split themselves into different categories,
different labels as strengths. For example, I was a spinner. I was built like a tiny Amazon,
strength should have made me a jumper, but I always overpowered the entry into the jump. Toe
picks sank deep into ice and I’d land a quarter turn over rotated. I learned to spin instead.
The edges cut deep when the skates crisscross into the preparation, and the blade’s edge
grinds into the ice. The speed of the spin was determined by the snap of the leg. The leg drags
behind until the right angle has been found, with the right balance over the knee, and the body is
centered over the standing leg. It’s the process of finding the strength in a single leg, and in the
quick snap of the leg that I found a sense of peace and accomplishment in the world blurring
around me.

Chris reaches out, grabs the kaleidoscope from my hand and beckons for me to follow.
He tells my mother in law about the gift, the bright colors, the fur wrap. She seems genuinely
pleased, reaches out to see my new belongings. I force a smile and show her the bright children’s
kaleidoscope and white faux fur wrap. We exchange pleasantries about her son and his brothers
when they were all younger, and she wanders off in search of a memory, tucked away in the
corner of a guest’s armoire drawer. A simple kaleidoscope, no beads involved. A dark blue
cardboard tube, with a rounded opaque end.
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Chris and I wander around the house, looking through different objects in this family
heirloom. The roaring fire, the lights and ornaments of the traditional Christmas tree. He
becomes more scientific in the process, laughing at the things he sees through the end of the
tube, calling to his brothers to look down the kaleidoscope, to join him in reliving memories. I
am able to step aside, to leave the burden of family ties, and sequester myself in a bedroom with
the children’s kaleidoscope. I fall asleep in the comforting house holding it in my hand.

The wood wasn’t always faded, my father will tell you. The wood once shined when you
rang your fingers lightly over it. The stones were shards from semi-precious gems. He’ll tell you,
if you let him, about a Christmas around the tree, when he surprised his wife with a kaleidoscope
handcrafted from the local artisan. His voice will rise, because he likes to tell stories with gusto,
and he’ll dwell in that one moment where he remembers happiness. I don’t remember much of
that Christmas, only that there was a kaleidoscope gifted to my mother from my father, and I
wasn’t allowed to touch it. She let me hold it that day, let me twist the tumbler and watch the
beads fall like speckled rain, she’d told me about how precious it was, how fragile it was. I got
lost in the dazzle of the falling gems and could only think about holding it again.

The further out of the center of the spin that the body is, the less likely that you’ll be able
to keep momentum. A camel spin requires a leg to be extended outwards, your body parallel to
the ice. The drag of the wind is what slows the skater down, it fights you as you balance on an
edge and force yourself into the tiniest space possible.
There were tricks to the spins that would allow one to gain or maintain speed. One could
transition from different positions to increase the speed of the spin, or switch feet and/or edges to
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create a different momentum. You always wanted to leave the spin faster than you started, so you
learned to snap each position: your camel, your layback, your sit spin, your scratch to finish.
I’d leave a spin so fast, I never knew what was around me when I was done. The coaches
would talk about spotting, but it was easier to scrunch your eyes shut and hope you didn’t
stumble when you left. Without fail, I’d leave the spin and skate for about five seconds, not sure
of where I was exactly, but trusting in the comfort of edges cutting through ice to ground me
again.

Prior to gifting me the wrap and the kaleidoscope, my therapist and I talk about the perils
of moving. I tell about the days spent crying, the nights spent in discomfort with my husband, the
longing for things that are familiar. I tell her about the deep wells of depression that I found
myself wading through, and how I try to navigate through this new world I found myself in. She
asks about my parents, the ones I was happy to move 700 miles away from. I tell her I’m not the
only one crying. I tell her about my need for Michigan snow, how I feel like I’m losing a part of
myself to the constant pressure of Memphis heat. I tell her about a mother who doesn’t realize
how sick she is, all of the memories that she chooses to forget. I tell her about a father who’s
existing but creates chaos everywhere he goes because of the constant pain he is in. These are not
necessarily new stories to her, because this is what we would talk about before I moved. I tell her
about how patient my husband is, a born explorer who has no problem falling into a new place. I
tell her about a new friend in Memphis, who reached out when she saw me sinking and helped
ground me in my new home. We talk about the things that anchor us in this world.
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I lay on our bed, air conditioner blasting in another Memphis heat wave. Every day this
week has been 90 degrees or more, and I’m perfectly content to mimic the lazy nature of our cats
today. The pilled brown comforter is familiar as I press the tube into my eyes. I turn the brightly
colored kaleidoscope slowly, trying to freeze the beads in their desire to instigate Newton’s third
law. I get halfway through a full circle, and one bead falls, causing a waterfall of other colors to
fall with it. I lay like this for hours, willing the beauty captured inside the tube to stay put for one
full turn. I never succeed.

I am home for the holidays, having already visited with my former therapist and my inlaws. I now am ready for the visit with my parents. My husband and I are march up the slick
cement steps that no one seems to ever remember to salt. The house is the same as the one from
my childhood. Two stories, two tone gray. Shared driveway with a collapsing garage. A beautiful
mahogany custom ordered door that sticks when it’s too hot out. Inside, oak floors refinished
during my childhood, hiding under the orange/green/brown of popular shag carpeting that took
my parents a summer to rip up. A sliding French door that never had the window protectors
peeled off. A man in his mid-sixties in a lazy boy chair, eyes distant. His wife, the only person to
actively greet us until heading back in the kitchen, leaving my husband and I to ourselves.
I wander the house, find the curio cabinet filled with family nostalgia. It opens easily in
my adult hands, betraying the difficulties remembered from childhood, and I reach in and grab
the kaleidoscope, dusty in the corner, surrounded by teacups and a few Hummel figurines. I pull
it out, and roll it around slowly in my hands, light weight lobbing gently between my two hands.
It seems smaller than I remember. My mother comes out of the kitchen, and I explain my desire
to borrow the kaleidoscope. The question is heavy between us as she chews her lip and rolls back
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and forth between her feet. She finally acquiesces, but the object gets brought up several times
during dinner. My father lurches forward when he realizes what we are talking about. He grips
my shoulder, hands pinching hard, pressing almost deep enough to bruise, but not quite. He tells
me the story again, about the gift and that one great holiday. When he finishes recanting his tale,
he stops abruptly, and wanders back to his chair and television. We leave with little fanfare, the
kaleidoscope tucked deep into my bag, besieged with requests to protect the Christmas memory.

When a skater spins, every single spin hinges on the correct placement of an edge. The
edge is how the spin rotates, and if you misstep, you can face plant before you even begin the
rotation. The edge that you step on can vary anywhere from 1/8 th of an inch to 1/16th of an inch.
Adding different levels of technique to the spin causes you to create more obstacles to getting to
that edge, such as jumping into the spin, or entering the rotation with a forward motion instead of
a backwards one.
There was a particular spin that I loved performing, called a star kick into a flying camel,
where the skater used their toe pick to propel their parallel body around the ice and create the
momentum for the jump and snap over into the spin. The momentum built could be disastrous or
given the position of the ice skater and the flying nature of their foot, could cause dangerous
situations for other skaters on the ice when practicing, but there was nothing I loved more. The
toe in, crunching and rebounding off the ice and propelling me into my next kick, making sure to
whip my leg around just hard enough, frequently enough, to clear the ice by almost a foot and
land spinning on 1/16th of an edge. The perfection of the momentum made the risk worth it, to
spin in a circle no larger than a watermelon.
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I was seven or maybe eight. I had pulled the kaleidoscope out to admire it on my own. I
heard the jeep tear up the driveway, knew that I was in trouble before she even came in. She
came home, tired from the long drag of a retail worker’s day. My father was hiding, sleeping or
heavily drugged by VA narcotics, and I couldn’t put the kaleidoscope away fast enough. My
young fingers couldn’t pull the heavy curio cabinet door open without toppling around other
objects in the cabinet, and when she caught me holding her present, something snapped.
Something she doesn’t remember either, something that causes tears when I ask for clarification
down the road. Does she remember the strength of her hands when she slapped me across the
face, causing me to drop the kaleidoscope, and in turn, cause a new wave of physical assault.
Does she remember the aftermath, when she refused to take me to skating that night? Did she
realize that Travis and I learned to never be in her line of sight when she came home? She
doesn’t, and cries when I ask her these things. She worries about the things she never did right,
even now as she cancels our visit before I leave the country for a trip abroad. She worries about
the demons she can’t remember, the ones she’s dusted under tables, the crumbs of a fraught
childhood. I worry about the anchor that keeps me coming back, the hook in the great lakes, the
comfort of the mitten. I brood in Memphis heat, and wonder if it will ever feel like home.

It’s summer in Memphis, and I’m spinning in a chair at my local salon. The floor around
me is painted randomly in patterns of turquoise, orange and brown. I spin the chair while I wait
for my hair dye to set, purple on top of purple, the floor circling around me, a kaleidoscope in
real life. I drag my toe on the ground, controlling the spin as much as the unstable nature of the
chair will allow. I tumble around the room, yet I am anchored.

154

Alone on the ice, before the other girls have an opportunity to join me, I skate in the early
morning fog of the ice rink. The lights are still warming up, so the rink is filled with a dawn
ambience and I lose myself in the silence of my blades cutting through the ice. The crunch and
glide, the toe chunking the ground, and the soft scrape of landings. I star kick around the rink —
twenty, thirty kicks through the fog before snapping into the flying camel. It’s the most perfect
spin, with the fog billowing around me. No one sees it, but they don’t need to.
I find myself in the tumbling of the beads, in the kick, in the trust built into thin lines. I
lose myself to the fog of the rink, the familiar nature of the ice, the thing that anchors me in
world spinning madly around me.
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Carry
The act of one wrestler guiding a typically less experienced performer through a match. Also refers to a
match or angle in which a particularly skilled performer is able to make an inferior wrestler look good or
is perceived to be doing all the work.

Alexa Bliss is one of my favorite wrestlers, but she had to win me over. When I first saw her
wrestle, I was not impressed. She’s a wrestler who used the rules to their advantage to get the
win, which while that’s legal, seems very sketch.

But as I watched, and as I learned about her skill set and her personal life, she won me over. At a
staggering height of five-foot-tall, Alexa has to work a lot harder than her colleagues in the ring
to accomplish some of the maneuvers. She has a background in gymnastics and cheerleading, so
her finisher is a high flying blind back flip off the ropes. She’s the kind of mean I can get behind,
because the meanness is earned.

At this event, she is not wrestling, which makes me sad. She faces off with Asoka, a newly
minted and highly popular wrestler from the lower ranks who is being pushed hard by the
company. Alexa and Asoka faced off last week for a match, which Alexa lost. In response, Alexa
tells Asoka in the package aired in the Forum that she is going to tell her close friend Nia Jax,
some lie that will get Asoka in trouble.

The friendship of Nia and Alexa has been storyline gold for the WWE. Nia is a cousin of famous
superstar Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, and is nothing like the other wrestlers in the ring. She is
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a large and strong woman, dwarfing all others in the ring. When Alexa is in trouble, it is usually
Nia who has her back.

Towards the end of the night, Asoka comes out to face a local jobber. The lights go dark for her
intro, so the crowd doesn’t see Nia Jax come from behind Asoka and slam her against the mat.
The attack is a surprise, and Asoka writhes on the mat while Nia stomps out of the ring, having
just completed the bidding of Alexa and weakened a very strong adversary in their division.

“Well, that’s more interesting then Asoka just pinning the jobber, I guess,” Chris says. I nod,
wondering about the eventual day when WWE will pit Alexa against Nia.
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The Space Between Us
I’m missing home lately. Our new apartment in Memphis is packed full of furniture and
keepsakes from Michigan, but it doesn’t feel like home. The discomfort I feel in the new space is
affecting me, and my husband, Chris, is aware of this. He worries about the lump on our blue
couch, buried under a grey Sherpa blanket with the air conditioner blasting beside me in an
attempt to battle the ongoing heat outside our new home. I despise the heat and the way it
weakens me.
I remember laughing at my Spanish professor as an undergraduate with a similar
complaint. A transplant from South Carolina, she stomped into our classroom after the first
snowstorm in October and demanded to know why we would want to live in a place where the
air hurts our face. It seemed so easy to laugh at her complaint, so karmic that I would now share
a similar misery. I missed the predictable coldness of home. The comfort that comes from
wrapping oneself up in layers. Wool coats hang in our closet, pulled out once or twice a year
when we head home for Michigan, but even now, the hoodies that I own are my main protection,
and even they get thinned out and donated to charities because they are used so rarely.

Michigan is surrounded by five Great Lakes: Lake Michigan, Lake Erie, Lake Ontario,
Lake Huron, and Lake Superior. The Great Lakes were carved out by lobes off a great ice sheet,
specifically the Laurentid Ice Sheet. The Laurentid Ice Sheet lobes, most commonly referred to
as glaciers, were masses of ice and snow that grew and moved by melting and refreezing, a
process that occurred over many glaciation periods, referred to as epochs. The carved-out
trenches of the Great Lakes exist now because of gravitational pressure that carved away deep
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trenches of weaker strata. Now there are no glaciers in Michigan, but their footprints fill the state
with a solid persistence.

I mostly miss the lakes. The lakes that surround our state, the lakes that make our state.
I’ve seen four of the five in my lifetime but spent the majority of my time with one: Lake
Michigan. It’s a rough lake, our divider from the populace of Chicago. I spent summers on the
Grand Haven beach walking the wave faded red paint and cold cement piers, laughing when
people walked too close to the edge and got sprayed by the ice-cold Michigan waters as they butt
up against the walkways.
From the pier you can see boats pulling tubes or people bouncing off water trampolines.
At the end of the pier is a white lighthouse, still functioning. You don’t walk the pier when the
waves are high, or the wind is crueler than usual. The desire to get close to crashing waves has
swept more than one unsuspecting person off the cement walkway.

The footprints of the glaciers end in northern Illinois and lead up to Canada. The
Laurentid Ice Sheet that these glaciers came from encased the Northern part of the United States
and most of Canada for about 75,000 years. And at its maximum density, the ice sheet was eight
thousand to ten thousand feet thick, which is about two miles. The sheet went through several
epochs. Around 11,000 years ago, the last glacier left Michigan. The Laurentid Ice Sheet has
long since melted, but one of the last few remaining lobes, called Barnes Ice Cap, can be found
up in Canada. It has a length of 2,300 sq. mi but is melting at a rate of over a meter a year.
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Depression hangs around me, choking and hindering, rendering me confused and
irritated, not quite sure where to lash out. Chris abandons me for a week, or that’s what I tell him
when he talks about what a great time he had at a geology conference. The comment is meant as
a joke, but I can’t shake the feeling of irritation away, the idea that it might be true. I hide in the
apartment all week and lose myself to the world of terrible television. I go through the motions
of making connections, but I’m hindered by my own restraints.
Chris comes out of the kitchen and surveys the lump on the couch. “Let’s go for a car
ride.” I grunt, not keen on leaving the couch. “Come on babe, I’ve got something I think you’ll
like.” I side eye him, aware of the distance I force between us, aware of the way we have
struggled these past few months, aware that I should be doing more.
“Fine.”

Glaciers grow the same way rivers flow. In the right climate, the glacier will continue to
grow by following the path of least resistance, which is usually down, as determined by the
overwhelming power of gravity. They move down the slope of the earth the way that rivers carve
out path, covering and exerting pressure on the landscape around and beneath them. The
topography of Michigan is rather flat because of this exertion, and it’s the presence of hills and
valleys that hint at where glacier edges might have been before. A glacier’s growth is measured
typically in inches per year.

Chris and I embrace our opposite tendencies in most situations and enjoy the
conversations that they bring into our world. However, I don’t love to wander the way he does. I
get lost easily, and when I’m lost, I shut down, an after effect of being a passenger in the car the
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many times my own mother got lost on the way to skating competitions or other destinations. My
husband thrives in the unknown. He doesn’t rely on his GPS and gets annoyed when mine comes
out. In the car, we are forever on the verge of breaking up.
We pack ourselves into his little white Corolla, roll the windows down and hit the road. I
grit my teeth and bury my head, worried about the aggressiveness of his driving in the
meandering populace of Memphis roadways. I roll down the window to catch the temperate
nature of the wind, to look at the way fall is starting to come to Memphis.
I watch a hitchhiker-wasp as it lands on the passenger mirror. Black and orange, wings
splayed wide, it clings to the treacherous surface as Chris hugs turns at speeds that make me grab
at imaginary handles. I roll my window up, and as we slow down, I hope that the wasp will take
this opportunity to fly away, but instead, it wanders into the deep dark canyon behind the mirror.
I frown in consternation. I don’t know why it won’t get off, why it won’t stay somewhere it
knows, while we are still close, while it may still find its way. I wonder what wasps do when
they get lost. Chris stops the car at a red light, grabs a pencil from his glovebox and jumps out of
the car and runs around the car to my side. He starts jabbing wildly behind the mirror.
“What are you doing?! Leave it alone!” I panic at the thought of lead-impaled death, and
of angry retaliating stingers.
“Whatever, it’s probably fine. Or I killed it. Either way, you can roll down your window
now.”
I refuse, because I’m convinced that a now enraged wasp will come out and target the
nearest breathing body. I watch the mirror vigilantly for the rest of the forty-minute ride to our
destination. I keep watching the mirror even when Chris laughs at me for not knowing that I was
in Mississippi, even though I visited the local casinos there a few weeks back. I didn’t remember
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that they were in Mississippi, much less that this was the road that I took there. Chris can’t
fathom a world without maps. I would do better in a world without them.

When glaciers carved the land, they left behind smaller piles of sediment as large masses
pulled through the land. These piles of sediment are called moraines. It is from these moraines
that geologists can tell how many epoch cycles glaciers went through. In the process of growing,
melting, moving, and refreezing, moraines leave concentric lines similar to those of the rings on
the inside of a tree, life marks ticked and echoing the marks before them. Gravity is always
pushing down on the glaciers, causing their ebb and flow, and these piles of sediment give the
Michigan landscape it’s texture, the buoyancy that mimics the roll of the waves.

We drive by fields and fields of kudzu, a plant I didn’t know before we came to the south
and now I see everywhere. I had read about it recently and Chris pointed it out on our drive back
from Nashville a few weeks prior to this. It doesn’t exist much in the city of Memphis, but you
don’t have to drive far to find it. The land beneath the kudzu is dead, and I am fixated with the
dark green vines that knot and tangle the landscape around me. I wonder if I were to wander into
the foliage, if I would get lost in the history it devoured. The night we came back from Nashville
I dreamed of kudzu overgrowing my home in Michigan. It didn’t have the same magic it has
now, it doesn’t seem deadly the way it whispers it might be. I can’t imagine a plant like kudzu in
the north.
We drive by rows of trees, but the rows aren’t straight like they are in the North. When
the economy needed to be revitalized and Roosevelt created hundreds of new jobs, one of the
new jobs was replanting harvested timber in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. When you drive
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through the north, you see row and rows of evergreen trees, the spaces between them exact, the
perfect hypnotic lull needed to send a child to sleep during long car trips. Down here, in
Mississippi, the rows wiggle on their own, nature loosely interpreting man’s aesthetic.

The Great Lakes were filled with water runoff from the melting glaciers. The glaciers in
the last epoch had carved themselves really deep wells, and when water melted off, it pooled in
the basins that we now know as the Great Lakes. The Great Lakes came independently into
existence about 13,000 years ago, and are the largest freshwater lakes in the world, containing
about 21% of the world’s fresh water.

With little fanfare, we arrive. Chris pulls up to the recreational area. I see a sign for
Sardis Lake, and I snort derisively.
“Shut up. There are no lakes here.” I turn to look at Chris and he is already shaking his
head at me.
“I came here to take pictures. It’s really pretty. I think you’ll like it.” He is optimistic,
annoyingly so. I sigh and say nothing to keep the peace. We pull around a curve and start up a
hill, and the lake comes into view. Chris starts spewing off about how they dammed the rivers,
and the dendritic parts of the river got fatter and eventually turned into a lake, but I’m not really
paying attention. I never pay attention, or that’s what I tell him. I don’t care about how the world
is pieced together, but I love how he lights up when he tries to understand it. I roll the window
down, forgetting briefly about our hitchhiker, and the breeze off the lake hits me in the face. The
familiarity of the breeze is a sudden comfort. I get lost in the quiet lull of waves, the distant hum,
that noise I didn’t realize I was missing.
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Chris pulls off into a parking lot, and I stumble out of the car, black boots scraping over
the pavement. I stand for a minute looking over it all, mini waves peaking across the man-made
lake. It’s still not a lake, not the way I remember lakes. It’s an engorged puddle. I can see to the
other side. It reminds me of a stonier version of the inland lake my parents took my brother and I
to for the Fourth of July every year.
Lake Meyer is one of the many small inland lakes that formed in Michigan. It was at
Lake Meyer that I first learned to swim and where I got stung by my first bee running to the
water, capturing its body between child sized toes and collapsing in pain three steps from the
water. Lake Meyer was large enough that you would have a hard time walking around it, and
there were designated boating, fishing, and swimming areas. I caught my first fish here as well, a
tiny walleye that wasn’t even worth saving, but my father held it up proudly before we slipped it
back into the water. It was a popular stop for summer holidays and weekends for families who
didn’t want to deal with the crowds at Grand Haven.
My family spent major summer holidays taking us to this lake, where Travis and I would
run around and catch miniature tree frogs, and my father would get nostalgic and try to capture
turtles like he did when he was a boy. My mother manned the old picnic tables and handed out
snacks and beverages while she read her mystery novels in the quiet of the trees, always starting
with the ending so she could piece together the clues as she went.

Kettle Lakes, as they are often called, are all over Michigan. Chunks of ice would often
fall off the glaciers and become insulated in the earth that surrounded them. Because of the
climate, these large chunks of ice would continue to remain frozen, and go through their own
processes of glaciation, freezing and melting in the depressions that they formed in the land, until
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the climate of the area warmed up and the water melted and filled the depression it resided in. It
is theorized that almost all the inland lakes in Michigan were formed this way, and while the
water in them is all modern water, at one point, they all were home to the melting glacier water
that carved them into existence.

Sardis Lake has picnic tables near it, and people fishing. No sand, instead it is surrounded
by cement and heavy rock. It’s not a lake, but it mimics something that I missed so much that I
tear up almost immediately. I fight the urge to break down completely in front of my husband
and blame the wind for the glassy eyes. He pretends to believe me.
“Do you want to go down to the water?” he asks, pointing at the stairs a little way off.
The stairs are steep and numerous, surrounded on either side with pale grey rocks that have
chiton all over them, mini puzzle pieces stamped all over the hillside. I agree to a stroll down to
the water, and walk behind Chris, eyes fixated on the water. I collide into his arm as he throws it
out to stop me.
He holds a part of a spider web in his hand. I shudder instantly. “Didn’t want you to walk
into that.” I kiss my gallant knight chastely on the cheek, but then wonder at the appearance of
this one strand. He points to the other connecting point, a fence almost fifty feet away.
“What a determined little asshole,” I mumble, and Chris laughs harder then he should, all
the way down the steps to the landing where the waves crash at the end of the stairs. The wind
cuts across the lake and hits us both in the face. There is something familiar about it, the chill
and comfort that happens along my spine as I settle into Chris’s warmth, his arm hung casually
over my shoulders. We are alone in the moment, alone on the side of the dammed lake. It’s not
easy to walk around, and the only thing that resembles a beach is a treacherous walk over gray
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pointed rock. I have to settle for this place at the bottom of the steps. I stand with Chris,
ruminating.
“The wind feels different.” I felt like it needed to be shared.
“What do you mean, different?” He talks to my hair, not willing to move his arm.
“I don’t know.” We stand together in the unknown of this moment.

When my husband decided to go back to school for geology, his love for glaciers fit well
with our settings. He called them awe-inspiring and marveled at them the same way one might
marvel at mountains. He talked about the story that the landscape tells, how each dip and hill
meant something to him. Geology never grabbed my attention the same way it did his, and when
he tried to explain what a moraine was to me, I simplified it by calling it glacier poop. Seven
years later, I see the poetics in the ground of our home state, and he put a reference to “glacier
poop” in the acknowledgements of his thesis.

We watch a sailboat battle the waves on the tiny dammed lake for a while before we
finally head back to walk up the stairs. Chris stops me again and points at all the gossamer spider
web strands in the breeze. The light is just right so we can see them all, hundreds of them, flying
in the air. Attached to the handrail, but connections broken when Chris or an earlier visitor
walked down the steps and broke the fibrous strands that connected to the rocks on the other side
of the stairs. He laments not bringing his camera down, loves the way that the sunlight catches
the shimmer of the broken parts. We eventually make it back up the stairs, Chris leading the way
and breaking any new connections that might have formed while we were near the waves, me
wondering about how a spider chooses where to connect the ends of his livelihood.
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My husband describes glaciers as harbingers of what is to come. Indicative of climate
change, these massive units of ice and snow are melting at alarming rates all over the world. 95%
of glaciers are melting. The ones that aren’t have special circumstances. Soon, glaciers may no
longer be a part of our landscape. I can’t help but see what is potentially left to come. I can’t help
but pray that we will perhaps return to a space where we too are on more solid ground.

He herds me back into the car, and we go to the lower portion of Sardis Lake, cleverly
named Lower Lake. Another dammed lake, this one has the culvert that connects us directly to
the water flow. It’s the more popular of the two locations, its lakeside surrounded by people who
are fishing. There is a walkway around the dammed lake’s shore, but the fact that I could walk
around it in less than ten minutes leaves a sour taste in my mouth. I do walk across gray rock
here to get closer to the rushing water of the culvert. It smells familiar, and I’m intent on a
purpose I’m not quite sure of. I stand as close as I can get to the rushing water, one step away
from the slick algae that you learn to avoid on the piers in Grand Haven, watching the dirty green
water flood out the pipe.
“I wonder how much water pumps through there.” Chris is not far behind me, also on the
rocks. I really don’t care. My hunt around the rocks ends, the intangible thing not found. I
follow my patient husband back to the car. I stop him before we get to the car and hug him
tightly. He hugs me back, confused but content. I worry about the space between us. I try to
squeeze it out in the solidity of this moment.
“Thank you. You were right. I liked it.”
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“Good. I’m glad. I told you so,” The sass in his ribbing of me is normal, our usual dialect.
I’ve missed it.
“Shut up.” I push at him.
He unlocks the car and reaches over to unlock my door and watches me start tapping
emphatically at the passenger side mirror. “Well, look who got brave all of a sudden?” He laughs
and gets into the car.
I’m intent at my task, determined to scare the wasp out. I don’t want to spend the whole
ride home staring at the mirror wondering if it will ever emerge.
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Dark Match
A dark match before the show is often used to test new talent or warm up the crowd. A dark match after
the show typically features main-event level wrestlers, in order to sell more tickets and send the crowd
home happy, without affecting TV storylines.

I am most excited to see a dark match, because the first time we came to watch wrestling, I was
still recovering from being sick, and the plastic seats hurt my hips, so we went home early. A
friend tells me about a dark match he saw where once the cameras stopped filming, Shane
McMahon and John Cena wrestled. I hope ours will be just as interesting.

The final match is three-man tag team match, with The Shield wrestling against former members
of The Bullet Club. The clash between supposed titans is fun, but not anything spectacular. It’s a
decent main event, but we are both getting tired, and ready to head home. Watching the shows
live is fun, but we are used to much shorter commitments of time.

Right as the cameras start to cut out at the end of the show, The Miz and his Miz-Tourage storm
the ring and cause The Shield to lose. They then spend the next few minutes beating up The
Shield, until the WWE brings in one more superstar to shake it all up. But it doesn’t feel like a
dark match, because it only went a few minutes after the filming, and now, I feel sad, because we
are invited to leave the arena.

“Well, that was lame,” Chris snorts. We stand and start to mosey our way back through the
crowd to our car.
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Awkward Conversations
“There isn’t a conversation about sex that isn’t going to be awkward,” Switch starts as he
lights a new cigarette from the pack Domme has brought down with us. The smoke circles the air
between us and Domme and him stare expectantly at me across the space.
I’m sorry gentle readers, this might be a little awkward.

We are in the basement of Domme’s house, the house she bought with the money from
her late husband’s life insurance. We don’t talk about the origins of the house, we just talk about
the size, and how it’s in the perfect place for these two people. We talk about how they’ve sound
proofed their basement, and how their neighbors might not have had a clue except for the fact
that Domme and Switch throw parties. I sit on the edge of the bed, the one that is exclusively for
their playtime shenanigans.
When I first started looking into this world, I thought of the glam of it. Now, I look
around and can’t help but respect the resourcefulness of it as well. The way that sheets hang from
the ceiling, the way that windows are tinted. Switch sits behind his drum set, and half-heartedly
plays the set. Domme and I sit on the bed, and she shows me the different tools of her trade.
Switch puts away his drumsticks.
“Well, have you tried anything with Chris yet?”

I prance around in cheetah lingerie, a bottom matching set complete with legwarmers, a
tail, and ears. It could have been a Halloween costume, but the brassiere is too revealing. Chris
doesn’t mind. He also doesn’t know how to untie it, a fact which causes us to fumble and lose
the momentum we had going into the bedroom. In the end, we still have fun, but he tells me
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afterwards that the lingerie or the toys confuse him. He prefers things a little simpler. I sigh
heavily and tell him nothing is wrong when we lay down to sleep. It’s only a half lie.

“Sure, a few things.” I acknowledge. I don’t share those details with Switch and Domme,
not because they wouldn’t take them into consideration, but because in a world where I am
trying to figure out who I am with my husband, I don’t need a ringside audience.
“And?” Switch is impatient, I think hopeful for me and a potential lifestyle change. He
and Domme live the life twenty-four seven, which is something I share no interest in. I just like
dressing up and watching others participate in it. I love the macabre of the leather and the
skintight see through dresses. I love my corset and my boots and sitting at the table with my
friends. I am a one night a month kind of gal in the BDSM world.
“He likes the lingerie.” This half-truth makes Domme smile, and Switch roll his eyes.
“Of course, he likes the lingerie. If he didn’t, I’d think he was gay or something.”
I cringe at such an easily applied label, but Switch doesn’t seem to notice. Domme shows
me their St. Alphonsus cross, similar to the one at the local dungeon. They also have shackles
that hang from a block on the wall. I’ve seen these shackles before, on the social site that
connects all kinksters. I’ve seen way more of my friends then I would originally care to, as
Domme and Switch post pictures of themselves beating the shit out of each other on this
platform. I don’t sign in as much anymore. Not after the first time I caught a dick pic.

“Holy shit!” I quickly closed the laptop while sitting on the couch at home. Chris pops
his head out from our bedroom.
“What’s wrong?”
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“Umm.” I’m mortified. How do I tell my husband I saw another man’s penis, in a penis
chastity belt, the penis of a person I call a friend? Chris stares at me expectantly. “Well, you
know the web site that Domme and Switch use?”
“Yeah.” He wanders out from the bedroom and leans against the wall directly across the
couch.
“I just saw something….. I wasn’t quite expecting.” I hope it sinks in. It doesn’t.
“Like what?”
“Umm. Domme took a picture of Switch in a new toy.” Blank face. “A toy like they use
in Men in Tights.”
“Oh. OH. OH.” Finally. Horrified stare. Deliberate pause. “You don’t want to—“
“NO.” We are back to awkward, and also relieved. “Nothing like that!”
“Ok good.” He starts to wander back to his book in the bedroom. He stops and shakes his
head. “Sometimes, I really wonder why you are into that stuff.” A pregnant pause. “I mean, with
what’s happened to you in the past. It all seems so scary.” His eyes get soft. “I love you.”
“I know. I love you too. Thanks for putting up with me and my peculiarities.” I side eye
my laptop, and sigh when the door closes behind him. I turn on the television and try to wipe
away the visual.

“You know,” Switch offers, “Role-playing can be a great way to work through traumas.”
“Yeah, that’s a hard pass.” I offer the cigarette we’ve been trading around in the
basement back to Domme.
“I’m serious! There are books about it.”
“I don’t doubt that at all. Big believer in therapy over here. But that one, absolutely not.”

172

Switch wants so badly to be helpful, and I know that’s why he tries so hard to sway me. I
stop him when he tries to interject again.
“I don’t like the violence. The pain and the suffering, that’s not what I want. Staged or
otherwise. It’s all about control. I don’t know a lot about this world and where I fit in it, but I
know that.” I turn down another pass to the cigarette, and work on heading upstairs to the
bedroom.
“I haven’t upset you, have I?” Switch calls up behind me.
“No, I’m fine. Just tired. It’s three am, that’s to be expected. I’ll see you in the morning.”
I wander up the stairs to the room with the She-Hulk and Punisher posters. I close the door but
don’t sleep, waiting until it’s morning before I head out, eager to be back at home with my
husband, wondering if this world is going to be darker then I realized, and wondering if darkness
should be avoided.

173

January 8th, 2018

Memphis, TN

False Finish
A pinfall attempt which is kicked out of, usually after a finishing move or series of high impact moves, and
usually just before the referee counts to three. This builds crowd anticipation towards the actual finish.

Cedric is whomping on Enzo, throwing him around the ring like a rag doll, while Enzo bleeds
and takes hit after hit. Enzo takes a bump outside the ring as Cedric flies over the rope and
somersaults into Enzo, collapsing Enzo’s ankle. Enzo looks frantic as he watches Cedric get back
into the ring, blood gushing still from the cut on his face. He lunges forward in the last two
seconds to get back in, and second guesses his actions and falls back, losing the match to an
unexpected count out. Cedric wins the match, but not the championship. Enzo is tended to by
WWE officials, who wipe blood from his face, and help him limp out of the ring. I cheer for
Cedric, but Chris and I both know, something went wrong during that match, because Cedric is
looking as surprised as we are that he won.
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True Confessions From A Wannabe Heel

1. I drink too much for a girl with a bad heart and a history of alcoholism in her family.
2. I love watermelon more than any other fruit, but I developed a severe allergy to it later in
my life. Now, during the summer, I walk through the produce section and dream of
forbidden fruit.
3. While I enjoy well written dramas such as Game of Thrones and WestWorld, I also am
obsessed with shitty reality television. Current watch list includes: anything with Gordon
Ramsay, Top Chef, Chopped, Big Brother, Fixer Upper, Project Runway, Face Off,
Dance Moms, Bring It and Gold Rush.
4. But at least I’ve never watched Survivor.
5. I really struggle with being nice to naïve people. Maybe because of how I wish I was still
oblivious to the cruelty of the world around me.
6. I have no poker face.
7. I don’t always pick up the phone when my mother calls, knowing damn well she has no
one else to talk to.
8. Sometimes I call though, even though I know what should be a ten-minute conversation
will morph into an hour. I do it to hear her voice. Sometimes, to know if she still cries
when we hang up.
9. When I am home for the holidays, I don’t stay at my parents’ house. It’s a mutual,
unacknowledged decision.
10. I wanted to elope for my wedding. I wasn’t allowed. We weren’t allowed. The first to
marry on either side, neither set of parents was hearing it. So, we got married by a
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Buddhist monk, I walked down the aisle to the Jaws theme, and we recited Dr. Seuss
wedding vows.
11. Sometimes, I’m still scared of what’s under my bed.
12. I wake my husband up if he starts snoring, but then pretend to be asleep so he isn’t sure
why he woke up.
13. Sometimes my husband wakes me up while I’m sleeping, just to make sure I’m still alive.
He worries about the heart that needs a robot to help it beat and how deeply I sleep.
14. When I was younger, my parents wanted us to be musical. I really wanted to learn to play
the violin, but my mother told me there was no way she was having a beginning string
player in her house. So I learned the piano and the clarinet, but my hands were too small
for the piano, and I didn’t love the clarinet. I still dream about the violin and am angry at
my mother for not letting me play it.
15. The only time my husband and I are close to divorcing is when we are in the car together.
16. I totaled four cars before I learned to be a defensive driver.
17. I don’t wear a seatbelt when I drive because in my last accident, the seat belt cut across
my throat and mottled it black green and yellow for about a week. Any harder of a
collision and it would have snapped my neck. I’d rather go through the windshield.
18. I am the cause of most stressors in our marriage.
19. I didn’t tell my mother about my surgery to replace my pacemaker battery while in
Memphis because one grandfather was dying, and my father had been diagnosed with
prostate cancer for the second time.
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20. I didn’t tell my mother that I didn’t believe her when a year later the cancer had
metastasized in my father’s bones, and she was still optimistic about his chances. I didn’t
tell her that I expect this sickness will be the one that takes him from us.
21. In my first nonfiction class, I wrote a brief essay about my father with the line “Wouldn’t
it be simpler if he just died.” I cried for half an hour after I wrote this.
22. I don’t cry anymore when I talk about or address these potential outcomes of my father’s
life. I wonder about how much of that I should be concerned about.
23. My father calls me a spoiled brat. He’s 25% right.
24. I make my iPhone call me Princess, mostly to annoy my mother who thinks I expect too
much.
25. I never had a birthday party growing up, because my mother didn’t want strangers in the
house. My high school friend Steve threw one for me when he found out for my
eighteenth birthday. I sat on the stairwell of his basement stairs and felt distant from all
the people there to celebrate me.
26. For the first few months in Memphis, I suffered from severe insomnia, and would stare
outside our window at night, terrified of the crime and potential danger all around us. I
still suffer from insomnia occasionally, but now just stare outside and wonder when my
torture will end.
27. I can’t fathom not being prepared.
28. I abhor being late.
29. I am mildly annoyed by the fact my husband owns more of the bookshelf space than I do.
30. I never thought I would marry a man smarter than me. I still don’t know if I like it.

177

31. I’ve always been a little strong willed. A tenth grade English teacher told my mother that
he thought I was a brat because I would voice my dislike of certain topics or stories in
class. She snapped back that she was sorry to have raised a daughter who thought her
opinion should matter.
32. In the seventh grade, for a paper in English, I studied Wicca. This scared my parents, who
asked my grandparents if they would send us to the same Christian summer camp as my
cousins. I was “saved” at that camp. I made a cheap plastic bracelet with different colored
beads to signify that major moment.
33. I rejected that faith the next school year, when during an after-school program the
speaker got in my friend’s face and told her that her father was burning in hell. She
sobbed so hard it broke my heart, and I stayed with her and stood in between her and the
speaker when he came over to try and recruit her to his cause at the end of the event.
34. I don’t worry about living in a world with no God. It’s not like he was there to protect me
anyways.
35. I was bullied through elementary school for being too good of a student and being
emotional. My sixth-grade teacher placed me in a room connected to her classroom, and
had the class unload all the things they didn’t like about me. Most told her that they hated
that I cried all the time. She told them that I could hear everything. Two students
apologized, and I didn’t cry for two years after that.
36. In middle school, still bullied for just not fitting in, I was locked in a room for two hours
by my peers before my teachers noticed I was missing.
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37. In the private high school my grandparents paid for me to attend, I was labeled as the
public-school kid who swears. I had exactly six friends my first year, three of whom also
came from public schools. That number didn’t vary too much throughout high school.
38. I never told anyone at school about what was going on at home. I didn’t have enough
close friends to make that feel like a good idea.
39. I’m terrified that I’m not good enough. For my parents, for my husband, for my friends
and the people around me. I want to be good enough to be worthy of their praise. I want
to be the person that they expect to see, not the damaged hull of a ship through too many
battles.
40. I’m worried my scars aren’t ugly enough to get noticed, that I’m not broken enough to be
important.
41. I’m worried that my husband will leave me, decide to end a marriage that is likely
predestined to fail. I’m worried that by worrying about this, I’ll make it happen. I’m
worried that I can’t get out of my own way.
42. I’m worried I’ll lose my voice after grad school is done, that the hurdles I’ve had to jump
are too high and too strenuous for me to want to keep writing, that I’ll forget the power
that my words can carry.
43. I’m worried that the future looks too much like the past.
44. I’m worried that my reflection looks too much like my parents.
45. I’m frightened that my father will die, and I won’t be human enough to cry at his funeral,
because I’ve been mourning his loss in my life since I was fourteen.
46. I’m worried that in finding the strength of my voice, I will lose the relationships that I
still value, that I still hold dear.
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47. I’m worried that they will paint him as a bad guy, because he likes the idea of being
known as a dangerous man. I’m worried they won’t see that he is a culmination of the
events and traumas life has put him through.
48. I’m worried that I am also dangerous.
49. I’m worried that I have turned into my father.
50. I’m worried that I’ll destroy the most important parts of my life; just like he did.
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April 2nd, 2017 Orlando, FL

Main Event
The most heavily promoted, typically final match on a card.

It’s Wrestlemania, and my low tolerance husband has passed out next to me after seeing Brock
Lesnar defeat Goldberg for the Universal Title. I’m a ball of nervous energy, because this is not
the way it was supposed to go. Undertaker versus Roman Reigns is the final match for the
evening, and it means the thing I’ve been dreading. The Undertaker is likely retiring.

Since the breaking of his streak by Brock Lesnar at WrestleMania 30, The Undertaker has
continued to wrestle at a few pay-per-views, and all the WrestleMania events following. He has
won all the WrestleMania matches following the breaking of the streak, but if he is retiring, he
won’t win this one. It’s tradition.

I sit in my living room, lit by the glow of the television, when they announce J.R., a well-loved
announcer from my childhood, to call the match ringside. The tears start then, slow and hated for
their presence, while my husband snores gently beside me. Roman comes out first, and the crowd
responds loudly, booing the superstar during his long walk to the ring. The noise is deafening.

When Roman is in the ring, all the lights go out. And it’s quiet, as if everyone is holding their
breath. The bell knells ring out three times in the arena, and then again while the music starts.
There is smoke, and he appears, rising up onto the catwalk from a platform below. The crowd
screams at his arrival, his tall stature in the thinning of smoke. He walks deliberately down to the
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ring the way he always has before, methodically, no one will make him rush this. He goes
through the expected motions, the supernatural raising of the lights with his eyes in the back of
his head, the removal of the hat once in the ring. Each moment feels sacred, like it needs to be
savored.
The match starts aggressively, with Undertaker throwing Roman out of the ring and
screaming “This is my yard.” The crowd cheers and starts chanting “Roman Sucks.” The crowd
gets loud every time the momentum is in The Undertaker’s favor, and boo when Roman manages
to land a few blows. However, Reigns persists, surviving all of The Undertaker’s finishers. The
match ends with a spear, one of Roman’s finishers. The audience is torn, loud in their disgust and
general appreciation for a decent match. With his music playing in the background, Roman
Reigns walks out of the ring, and the fireworks light him up with this monumental win. He
leaves the ring with The Undertaker still laying prone in the center of it.
The audience starts a chant while The Undertaker lies in the ring. “Thank you ‘Taker”
echoes through the stadium. He finally gets up, and while the WWE plays a quick replay of the
highlights of the match, he puts his clothing back on. He has a moment in the ring, while his
music plays, and he faces each side of the audience. He goes to leave the ring, but stops, and
heads back to the center of the ring. When the first glove comes off, I start bawling. He continues
to remove the other glove, and then his coat, all perfectly timed with the music echoing through
the ring. The hat comes off one last time, and he shows the white of his eyes, a visage of
haunting bathed in the blue show lights of the arena. He places the hat on top of the pile, a small
marker for the end of a career.
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Love You Anyways

In the winter of 2013, I post a comment on Facebook, something about the day or a minor
complaint about the job I work at. A few hours later, I check back, and my father has
commented. “Love you anyways.”
I lean on the dark door frame of our office/guest bedroom in Grandville, Michigan. I
show the thread and my father’s comment to Chris, who is in the other room, working
productively on his own projects.
He scans it and hands it back to me with a shrug. “I saw it earlier, what about it?”
I sit on the purple bed opposite his desk, maps covering the walls all around us. “I don’t know, it
just feels, I don’t know, a little rude?” I struggle to pinpoint why it mattered. “Like, why would
he finish it anyways? Seems like such a bizarre choice.”
Chris leans back from what he’s doing, papers strewn all over the desk. “Well, it is a little
off, but it fits his norm;” hand gestures to emphasize “his norm.” I sit on the bed, looking down
at the phone, consternation across my face. Chris leans in and kisses me. He stays close for a
moment, and reminds me in a gentle voice, “Remember, the ‘fun in dysfunctional.’”
I smile briefly and quietly agree. He is referring to how I described my family on our first
date. I walk out of the office and leave my husband to his maps and papers. I turn on the
television and fall into the practiced habit of forgetting.

My father seems to have adopted this as his new way of saying I love you. It starts
popping up regularly on my Facebook, and Chris also notices its appearance. It becomes a joke
between us, because anything deeper hurts.
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We visit home for a holiday, perhaps Easter. My mother cooks us a labor intensive meal,
but she has started snapping at me. Somewhere along the way, I gave her the impression that
dinner was an inconvenience, which isn’t true. Her attitude is abrasive, and it ends in a terse
raised voice exchange in the kitchen. I resolve it finally, explaining the conundrum of busy
student schedules and retail jobs that don’t shut down for the holiday. She understands, and I
leave the kitchen to sit with my husband on the couch in my old worn wood home. I point at the
stairwell, and talk about how I used to sneak out of bed and watch television at the top of the
stairs, just out of sight of the parents, until the wood house would creak and betray my presence,
and send me scattering back up the stairs to my bedroom, parents’ voices behind me. The house
groans as my father’s bedroom door swings open, and I sink deeper into the couch.
He comes down the stairs, a laborious process, each foot meeting the other on a step
before moving on to the next. He’s overweight and in denial about it, and heavily medicated on
morphine and anti-depressants. He gets to the bottom and greets Chris jovially, but immediately
starts to poke at me and my ill intentions to slight my mother of her holiday family time. I snap
back, and my mother snaps from the kitchen, telling him to be quiet, that the conversation had
been resolved. He lumbers off to the kitchen, and they converse in extremes, my father’s slow
rumble of a voice, and my mother’s higher-pitched, shorter answers. They sound like thunder
and lightning. I stare intently at the top of the stairs, wishing for the invisibility of childhood.
Dinner concludes, and we have to be on our way, because of busy schedules and retail
woes, and we gather around the custom made wooden door of my parent’s house. Hugs go all
around, with my father deliberate to give everyone bear hugs that lift them off the floor. As a
child, these were a thing of wonder, and did marvels for my back, but as he aged and lost control
of his muscles, they turned into miniature torture sessions. I endure them for the sake of peace,
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and my father wraps his tree like arms around my husband, mottled with pink and red patches
from the havoc the medication is creating in his body. He lets Chris go, and looks me in the eye,
and says “Love you anyways.”
“WHAT IS THAT?” The irritation from the visit, and the added tension of fighting with
my mother have left me with no more patience, and my father’s grin widens. He knows he struck
a nerve, and like all good hunters, goes in for the kill.
“Well, what do you think it is?” The pause between us fills the void between the four of
us uncomfortably, my mother growing more irritated as the seconds click by, my husband more
uncomfortable. My father capitalizes on this tension. “Love you anyways, kiddo.”
My mother’s admonishment is soft and terse at the same time when she snaps her
husband’s name out of her mouth. I sigh, mumble goodbye and head down the stairs to our car.
The air is still cold in April, and we pile quickly into Chris’s little Corolla, my mother’s
silhouette in the doorway, watching us leave. Chris drives us the fifteen minutes back to our
apartment. He might have tried to start a conversation, but knowing I wasn’t in the mood to
really talk, reached over and held my hand for the rest of the drive home.

It’s years later, and my father is no longer on Facebook. He’s also no longer as heavily
medicated, but still in denial about his health. His unique way of telling me that he loves me is
still there, but I only have to put up with it occasionally, as he hates to talk to me on the phone,
the only way we can communicate since I live in Memphis now.
It sticks with me though, the grain of perpetual sand in my shoe. I get caught up in the
meaning of the word “anyway”. Merriam defines it in six parts: (1) despite something that has
been stated before, (2) used to give added force to a question, (3) used to add something to a
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previous statement, (4) used to correct or slightly change a previous statement, (5) used to
indicate that something stated before is not important, and (6) used to introduce a statement that
begins a new subject or that goes on to the next important part of a story.
Perhaps it’s my predisposition, but all I see is conflict in the definitions. No situation can
be perfect if anyway is included. I find myself further at odds when I analyze the word with the –
“s” ending; “anyways”; (1) to any degree at all. It is perhaps the most fitting way to describe the
relationship between my father. Perhaps I am mostly irritated because he figured it out first;
because I didn’t expect him to be that self-aware.

Chris and I fight so rarely that we worry that we aren’t doing the marriage thing right. We
have our disagreements, most of them about how he expresses his politics, or how I handle my
depression, or how we both drink too much to deal with our demons. We disagree on the proper
time to bring a puppy into our home, and why I always want to tickle him at the end of the night,
when he’s trying to fall asleep. But we don’t fight. I worry about that more than he does.
I worry that years of pent up frustrations will culminate in something ugly. I only know
how to lash out at the ones I love. I worry about repeated patterns, the need to break free of them,
and the way that desire can lead to self-implication.

I’m home for Christmas in my second year living in Memphis. It has been a chaotic time,
and Chris and I are enjoying a break before he buckles down for his last stretch of his MA. We
visit with family, spending several days in different locations. We don’t spend any nights at my
folks, but that is because my mother isn’t prepared to have us spend the night. Rooms that used
to be empty are filled with boxes, my former room is used as an office/catch all. I’m ok with not
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spending the night, but it puts a strain on the time we are there. We hang in this limbo of how
long we need to stay to make it seem like we aren’t avoiding the space, or the people in it.
My father catches me in the kitchen after we eat breakfast. He’s more verbose after
coming off the morphine, leading to full conversations that haven’t happened for years. The
conversation starts normally, how he’s doing, how his father is doing, how his dog is doing. He
tells me the same stories, a repeated monologue about he’s getting his life back together. He
shifts tactics and asks me about when Chris and I hoping to start a family.
I stare at the man across from me in the room, the one that lost weight from his body
cannibalizing itself but started gaining it back because he refuses to leave his chair. My mother
knows exactly where I stand on this point, but I can’t remember if my father and I have had this
conversation.
“Chris and I aren’t going to have kids, we are planning on—”
“Well that’s fucking selfish of you.” He cuts me off and shifts his attention out the
window. “Your mother deserves to have grandchildren.”
I stare at him confounded as he slurps his coffee out of his Marine mug and turns his head
away from me to look out the window. His posture changes, I can see himself revving himself
up, this is a speech he’s practiced in his basement, in his head, perhaps hundreds of times, each
time likely forgotten, so the rush of telling me off is a new high every single time. I don’t give
him a chance.
“Not her choice,” I snap back, and head out to the living room. He tries to say something
as I leave, and if he does, I must drown it out. I’m fuming, but it’s a holiday, so I can’t be angry.
These things upset the dynamic my mother is hoping for. I sit on the couch in the front room,
where Chris is. I watch my father lumber into the den and fall back into his chair with a
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satisfying creak. He turns the television on too loud, and I hold my husband’s hand while he
scrolls on his phone. I won’t tell him until later what my father said to me, and he’ll shrug it off
like many other odd things my family does. I wonder about his ability to do such things.

Tension builds up in my Memphis home. We blame it on the crammed spaces, the short
hours, the graduate student lifestyle. I blame it on family history, and an inability to let things go.
He blames it on Memphis. We aren’t the happiest we’ve been, nor are we the worst. We are in a
limbo of short fuses. It culminates in the car. He drives like he isn’t in Memphis, and that grates
on me and grows exponentially. He hates this town, and its lack of adherence to basic rules like
turn signals. I dislike it because of the tension it forces into our relationship.
I don’t like getting in the car with him anymore. He curses and zips in a way that could
cause accidents in an attempt to get away from people around him. I worry about losing him. I
worry about losing him while fighting with him in the car. I worry that my last words bear the
small chance of being angry ones. So instead, I try to bite my tongue. Sometimes, I yell. I snap
and stare out the window and talked in clipped tones. I’m fighting a losing battle. I don’t like the
way my voice echoes around his small car, the way it reminds me of people we moved away
from.

It’s 2017, and I fly into Detroit in June because of my grandfather’s health. There is a
plan, my mother and father have to be in Ann Arbor for a procedure my father is going through,
and they hope to see me before they drive back. I see the potential problems in the plan, the
decidedly non-promptness of the VA scheduling, the length of the test and high probability of
errors during the test. My mother tells me she is adamant about seeing me. I just remind her that
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it’s ok if it doesn’t happen, that I’m an adult and well aware of the odds here. She puts my father
on the phone next.
“I hear we’re going to see you soon,” he speaks, forever sounding like he’s going to
laugh at the end of what he says.
“Well, like I told Mom, I’d love to see you guys, but if it doesn’t work out because of the
VA, it’s really not that big of a deal.” I toe the carpet of my grandmother’s rug.
“You really have always been such independent person.” He says it, the glee dripping off
the end of his sentence. I don’t know where the words come from. I don’t know if he’s being
barbed, or if he really is just making an observation.
In what is really only a few seconds, I flash back and think of why I’m independent. Of
the number of times I was forced to live without a strong father figure, of not having parents who
had time for their child because of the turmoil of their own personal life. I want so badly to
respond honestly, but once again, don’t. I’m sick of translating the muck that constantly comes
out of his mouth.
“Yep, guess so.”
“Well, kiddo. You know how much I hate the phone. Love you anyways.”
We miss each other in Detroit because of VA timelines. I expect it and take an Uber to
the airport. My mother cries, because we haven’t seen each other since January and her father is
dying, and I don’t even talk to my father, who apparently was being an ass all day. I fly back to
Memphis and watch the sunset while flying. The tears are silent and few as they run down my
cheeks.
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Chris and I live apart for a month in the same summer because of graduate student
schedules. He is a teaching assistant for the Memphis geology field camp in Black Hills, South
Dakota. I am at home, finishing my thesis and taking care of our four cats. I start his first day
gone with a plan, meal planning for the week, and scheduling my writing time with a friend,
three days of the week where I have to leave the house. I expect that it will be hard, and struggle
with my depression the first few days that he is gone. I sit on the couch and watch entire series of
television shows. I leave the house, but don’t have the vigor I hoped for. But it eventually gets
better, and soon I have a regular routine. There is an order to my life that I didn’t expect to be
there.
I get through the month fairly easily, even with my grandfather’s death, which is made
even more difficult by Chris’s lack of cell phone reception for the week that my grandfather is on
the decline. I meet my writing partner, and I drink a hot chocolate and talk for forty-five minutes
before we start writing. When I write, I try to write about death, because it seems relevant, and
an idea is forming, but the words feel forced, and I stop early into the piece. I stare out the
window, and wish my husband was closer, but am thankful for the friend who adjusts our plans
accordingly.
Within a week, I’m mostly back to my old self, and trying to get back to the things that
were making the summer work so well for me previously. It feels so significant to have been able
to accomplish this without major assistance from my husband or my therapist. But it also makes
me feel guilty, like I have somehow betrayed a part of my life that I’d carried for a long time.
These things should make me sad. Maybe I’m just too used to being sad all the time, and it has
become the norm in my life. I’m not even sure anymore.
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When I’m writing about my father, it’s easy to remember the worst moments. I make a
concerted effort to remember that there are positive moments too. I remember summer rides in
his truck, when he let my brother and I drink cold cans of Mountain Dew. I remember family
walks in a local boysenberry patch by the house. I remember times at the local playground, when
he’d push me higher than the other kids around us, how I’d commit to flying with the deep
lunges and kicks required to sustain it. I remember clinging to the back of his motorcycle when
he’d drive me around the block, as far as my mother would allow. I’m forever reminding myself
that he’s not a bad person, that when his world was crumbling around him, and disease took over
his body, he was trying to remember those good times too.
I remind myself that my mother was forever trying to balance a life that was never going
to balance, to juggle the hazards of her own life, while caretaking for a man who was once a
breadwinner. That she worked tirelessly while the VA denied benefit after benefit for three years,
and my father was at home making his children’s lives living hell. I remind myself that there is
beauty in the broken, and even though my mother at times was the harshest voice in my life, that
there was a tenderness behind the jagged glass, and that once upon a time, she was a striking
woman who had the bad luck of falling for the wrong man.
I remind myself that I am not blameless. That while I couldn’t truly defend myself from
what was happening to me as a child, that I had a hand in raining my own version of destruction
down on my brother. That I fight the demons of cyclical patterns daily, and that sometimes I
raise my voice at the innocent around me. I hate that the first essay I wrote talked about wishing
my father was dead. I hate that I know exactly what decisions I would make if I was my father’s
caretaker, and that those decisions involve paying someone else to take care of a man that I
should feel beholden to.
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And in the same breath, I don’t.
I don’t hate myself for knowing what I need to do to take care of myself and those that I
love around me. I don’t hate myself for knowing that this is a choice that will likely fall into my
lap and that is why I have already made it. I don’t hate it because I’ve already grieved it and the
man that used to be my father. I don’t hate it, because the people who raised me unknowingly
formed me to be the one to make these hard decisions. What I hate, is what I’ve already lost of
myself in this process.

In the final days of the summer, Chris comes home from a short day at school. Lately,
he’s been stressed because of the final details relating to his thesis, and software that keeps
malfunctioning. I’m dressed for Zumba, one of the few new healthy habits I’ve picked up over
the course of the summer. I’ve just fed our four cats, the only productive thing I’ve managed all
day, but he disrupts the feeding by coming home in the middle of it. The cats run off to different
corners of the house, leaving dishes spinning in their wake, and wet cat food on the kitchen floor.
I plop dejectedly down on the blue sofa.
“Now what did I do?” The desperation and sadness in his voice permeates the air around
us. I hate that I make him feel this way and I start to cry almost instantly. Maybe it’s the way that
everything is festering around me, or that I haven’t been able to find a groove since he got back
into town, but I’m frustrated with life, and frustrated with how we have been living around each
other as of late. I cry because I never managed time to cry for my grandfather, because I had to
be strong for my grandmother, because I didn’t get to see him put away in the ground. I cry,
because it’s the only relief I know for the festering sores forever living inside my body. I cry,
because a part of me hates that he’s back at home, and I don’t have the words to shape these new
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feelings. Not that I don’t want him here, or that I don’t want to be with him, but the stress of
balancing two people’s emotions on a daily basis is finally too much. “Babe, babe, no stop.”
Chris sits next to me on the sofa, arms held out to fight the demons away. I don’t know how to
exist in this world, and he fights to keep me anchored in the midst of it.
“This isn’t your fault.” It’s the only thing I know to be true in this moment. It’s the only
thing that feels like it needs to be said. He nods, knowingly and uncomfortably, overly aware of
how tragic I look in that moment.
“How do I make it better?” He holds me while I try to calm the sobs. He’s the only
person I’ll cry in front of, a choice that I know makes him uncomfortable.
The words fall over themselves, trying to piece themselves together in a manner that is
trying to make sense of the world around it. “I’m not sure. I thought I should go to Zumba, and
I’ve been having such a bad day, all I’ve done is sit on the couch, and here I am, dressed to go
because I think that’s what I should be doing, and I’ll be damned if the second I put on my
exercise clothes, I knew I didn’t want to go, and I can’t seem to get anything done, and when I
do try to do stuff, shit happens, so every job I do feels half-assed. And I know it’s not your fault
that you came home, but I can’t help but hate you when you walk through that door, and it’s not
because of you, it’s because of timing, and I hate that I always get so angry at things I can’t
control.”
He’s trying to listen and piece it together, I see the way he leans back to watch me for
clues, a way to help. He leans forward, his arms on his knees, and muses these things over for a
second.
I don’t know what reaction I expect, if we will finally fight, if I will lose the husband that
I love so dearly because I can’t escape the depression that haunts me from state to state. I worry
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that he can see through my façade, that I’m learning to live life without a constant safeguard. I
worry because I don’t want to lose him, because I love him.
“Then what do you need?” His eyes are kind, and his tone is earnest. He looks at me with
those blue eyes that cut me to the quick when I first met him, and he sits, forever my champion,
and waits for me to respond.
We sit next to each other on that damn blue couch, the Memphis heat agitating the air
around us. I reach out my hand to him, and he grabs it willingly, a choice I will always struggle
to understand. “I just need you to love me anyways.”
“Done.”
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